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Abstract
In this creative nonfiction manuscript, the author attempts to examine and analyze
the relevant aspects of his life in relation to the impact his hometown, the people in it,
and his family had—continue to have—on him as an outsider living within those groups.
While the collection of essays is mostly a memoir, the author also uses elements of
contemporary journalism, poetry, music, and cultural criticism to better relate to a wide,
yet specific, audience: those familiar with the genre of creative nonfiction, although that
familiarity is not a requirement for understanding. Reoccurring elements are: addiction,
fitting in, family disputes, desire for freedom, loss of life and freedom, the body, and
others.
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Introduction
Writing an introduction to this project is turning out to be more difficult than I
expected. I’ve had a hard enough time trying to put my life together in all of these pages.
How do you sum up such a thing in so short a space? When I first started putting together
these essays, I thought it would be all about my life, friends, and family. But now there is
so many of those things missing. People that matter so much to me are not even
mentioned. Places that changed me are not present. There were things that happened in
my life that seemed so important at the time, but, as life goes on, they matter less and less.
What these essays do show is the place that affected me the most: my hometown,
Bucyrus, Ohio—where I spent the first 22 years of my life. Place, especially the places
we call home, shapes who we are. Bucyrus had a unique impact on my upbringing. As
you will see, I was different from my family but still fell into the same role our last name
played. And I think that is largely due to being in that specific place at that specific time.
Bucyrus had a lingering effect on me, even after I left, it continued to be in my peripheral.
For instance, my girlfriend and I are both from Bucyrus. It’s a strange coincidence that
our lives weaved back around after both of us had been out of the city for several years,
only to meet again once back in town at a party of a mutual friend. It has been six years
since that party, and we have been together the entire time. We share something between
us coming from that place.
There are only two places in the world named Bucyrus, one in Ohio and one in
Kansas (the latter named after the former). That says something. It is unique. Although it
falls under the tropes of many of the other small towns in modern America, it still has it’s
own voice, it’s own feel, and many of these essays try to show that.
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I now live in Memphis, and the same can be said for Memphis. It is a place. I
once heard a writer say that the only place that has ever inspired him to write a novel was
Memphis, and that is because Memphis feels like a place. It is difficult to explain what
that means until you live in either city.
Because of all of these things, the first section in this book is called, simply,
Places. As simple as that sounds, I chose it because, as I’ve just said, place is powerful,
place matters immensely. I also chose to put only the early places that impacted me in
that section: Bucyrus and another small town nearby called Brokensword. Those are
some of my earliest memories. Columbus, Ohio (where I would move after Bucyrus), and
later Memphis, have both made me reevaluate my life, as all moves do, but none have
shaped me the way my time in Ohio did.
The second section, the longest, is entitled Excess. There were many excesses in
my life, mostly drugs, something else that shaped my personality, so it felt only right to
give an entire section to those excesses. This section also focuses on the people in my life
growing up and where some of them are today. There were plenty of excesses aided by
those people as well. And if anything shapes us more that place, it is people.
The final section focuses on the Body and is the most recent in the timeline. I
mean body in the grand sense here, ranging from my body to the body of animals to the
bodies of machines. It’s about the medical aspects of these bodies. It’s about the
dissection of those things. I suppose that is true for much of these essays, the dissection
of a town, of a murder, of friendship, of televisions, etc.
In the last essay of the third section, I say that I am always going. That is in
conversation to the opening line of Purpura’s essay, but it is also true for much of my
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adult life. I was always in search of something else, a way out. I was always ready to
leave and, once I arrived, ready to leave again. I moved to several houses after my mother
lost hers, several jobs once I left Bucyrus, several groups of friends, several college
majors, and so forth. All of these things were a search for freedom. My zeal to move, to
wander, was insatiable at times, hence the title of this book. This entire life was a search
for freedom from the grip that only a past can hold on a person.
The structure of this collection, especially in that they pay attention to place,
slightly mimics that of Joan Didion’s Slouching Toward Bethlehem. That collection was
the best nonfiction summary of a specific place and time that I have ever read. Her book
has three sections and so does mine, both starting with place. Her influence on my
writing is evident too, especially her journalistic eye. You will see elements of both Joan
Didion and David Foster Wallace and their literary journalistic styles throughout the
collection. There are other influences to be sure, but these two people had very big
influences early in my nonfiction writing. Some of these essays even looked drastically
different at one point, being overloaded with footnotes, for example, but as I continued to
write I learned to steal from the greats a little more subtly.
These essays are essentially chronological, in that in the early ones I am at my
youngest, and the ending my oldest. They are also me, but they are a collection of
different mes: the drug addled teenager, the grad student, the lonely child, the poor son,
the happy lover, the lost person, and so on. And, looking at it as a whole, I see it not just
as the evolution of a person, but also as the evolution of a writer in search of freedom.
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Bucyrus: An Overture
In the center of Bucyrus,1 Ohio, there are two patches of grass, roughly one
hundred feet across, that flank Sandusky Avenue. This is the town square. This is the
place where both Al Capone and Thomas Edison stayed when they passed through
town—fittingly, Capone stayed in a room below ground and Edison above. The Pelican
Coffee House is to the south and the newest branch of Farmer Citizen’s Bank to the north.
The courthouse sits on the east block—in serious need of repair—and two bars are to the
west. This is the heart of the city, the place where the native Wyandot, before the
Europeans arrived, would gather to make maple syrup.
This is the center of the city; the corner of four small blocks separated by two
patches of grass. Through the middle of the 20th century the city was a productive,
Midwestern hub; now it is a barely-noticed spot on a map. It was a symbol of progress;
now it is a symbol of something less. Where it once was a place of bourgeoning industry,
it is now the city that ranked third in heroin overdoses in the state of Ohio.
I was born in Bucyrus. For 22 years, it was my home. It is where I went to school,
where I went to church as a youth, where most of my friends and family still live. At 15, I
had my first drink in the vacant half of the Ramseys’ duplex at the end of Wiley Street.
At 13, I smoked my first joint by the Taco Bell dumpster. At 8, my family planted two
maples in the side yard of my mother’s house on Poplar Street. I went to school on Kaler
Avenue in the Norton Elementary building, named for Samuel Norton, the founder of the
town. As a child I sat on Sandusky Street and watched the Bratwurst Festival parade with
my grandparents from their annual spot in the grass.
########################################################
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Most of those things are gone now. The Ramseys’ house was raided, the Taco
Bell torn down and rebuilt closer to the street, the bank seized my mother’s house for
lack of payment, and the new owners tore the trees from the ground.
Bucyrus was named, so the legend goes, by combining the words beautiful and
the name of the ancient Persian leader Cyrus the Great. It’s a city both hated and loved by
its residents. It’s a Midwestern city with typical Midwestern drug problems, crisis of
identity, and longing for its past. Near the town square is a large mural, spanning the
entire side of the Pelican Coffee House, that shows what the city looked like in its heyday
during the Industrial Revolution. In the background you can see Thomas Edison, Harvey
Firestone, and Henry Ford, who once stayed at the local hotel (closed) for President
Harding’s funeral. The image clings to greatness, it represents a time in the city’s past
when it was looking forward rather than backward, when it was filled with hope instead
of resentment. There was once a vital artery of the Lincoln Highway that still runs
through the center of town, but that lifeline was severed after construction of a bypass
that loops outside of town.
That mural is made to give the effect of looking into the city’s past, when there
were just as many horse-drawn vehicles as there were horse-powered. The artwork is so
realistic that it’s called the “bird killer mural,” due to the fact that birds fly into it and
often die. With this mural the town square operates as a place stuck between present and
past, a place that can’t stop lingering, sitting in perpetual nostalgia.
The mural is one attempt at progress.
It’s an attempt to alter a vessel by filling it with something new, trying to rebuild
a community once again.
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It’s an attempt to look forward, to expect progress, not failure, even if the paint is
meant to last just 100 years.
Now that I have left I see the city as an outsider would. I can get under its skin, as
it was able to get under mine. I am able to explore it from somewhere other than its
surface, able to see its inability to function as either town or city, to see how the place
changes people, and how they change the place.
This is what I see first: Bucyrus struggles with its identity, stuck between its “city”
moniker and “town” feel, attempting to maintain its pride—the self-proclaimed
“Bratwurst capital of America.”
It’s a place that the senescent and (relatively) wealthy residents both respect and
revile. One minute they condemn the numerous bars that pepper the city, and the next
they rejoice over the fact that Capone frequented the underground speakeasies during
prohibition. In fact, there is still a web of secret tunnels under the streets that, supposedly,
gangsters used, but most have been blocked off or demolished. The Chamber of
Commerce will put on a play for interested parties; one of the members even plays
Capone himself. The basement where these scenes take place is also the basement of one
of the most notoriously sleazy bars in the city: The Crazy Fox, with a sing hanging
outside the door that reads, “Bikes. Chicks. Rods.”
Somehow a drunken criminal of the past is different from one today. The fact that
actors are playing out these scenes while scenes of modern debauchery often occur in the
room above them is never mentioned.
As time goes on these buildings disappear. Even the symbols of questionable
glory dissipate, and will become vague memories before they are completely forgotten.
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I’ve always wanted to explore those underground caverns, and look through the
relics. Years ago, when the city added on to the courthouse, I walked by the chain-link
fence surrounding the construction and looked down to see the passageways and found
them fascinating. Growing up, I knew a family that had a pool table they pulled from the
basement of the Crazy Fox and put in their attic. I used to shoot pool on it, with all its
unnecessary adornment, and pretend that Capone had done the same. I still like to think
he did.
Like most insulated cities, gossip is rampant in Bucyrus. It’s not like the tiny
villages that exist in the countryside around the city, where literally everybody knows
everybody, but it still has the problem. And it is not hindered by distance. Every so often
I will hear of an old friend getting married, or pregnant, or someone has overdosed, or
went to prison. “It’s that town,” I used to say. I’d condemn the place itself, as if it were
the catalyst for that person’s actions, because place molds us into who we are. Place
shapes the people, who in turn shape the place. It is a cycle that never ends. Those who
live in Bucyrus talk of “downward spirals” and “quicksand.” It’s viewed as a social
quagmire, in which every year you allow yourself to stay is another year you sink deeper.
And as you sink deeper, everyone is kept up to date. Every year it becomes harder to
leave. The place works on you.
I often think about a very close friend who lived in Bucyrus, straight-A student in
high school, good at everything she tried. Shortly after her twenty-first birthday, her
mother found her body blue and cold from an overdose, lying on the kitchen floor. I think
of another friend, who scored one point away from a perfect on his ACTs, and how he
flunked out of college, until he moved away, out of the state, and thrived. I think of
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myself, of my own problems with drugs before moving away, to escape that very thing. I
think of where I would be had I not moved away, or where those people who sink deeper
would be had something been different, had they had the ability or even the desire to
leave. And this is not to say that people don’t flourish, there have to be business owners,
and government officials, and doctors, and the like, but Bucyrus does not make it easy,
especially for the youth.
When I talk about Bucyrus I have trouble not referring to the city as a town.
These are two different things entirely, the “town” and the “city.” It is the residents
themselves that make up the town. The town is the lifeblood of the city. The city is where
the people live; the town is who those people are. The town is the being itself. The city is
just a name, given so because it has (barely) enough people to qualify semantically. In all
relevant aspects, Bucyrus is a town because “town” denotes some form of the familiar, of
knowing one’s neighbors, where “city” does not. In Bucyrus, people know the families
with money; they know who drives certain cars, who is cheating on whom, who has good
last names, and who has bad ones. Even the vernacular associated with the Midwestern
city can’t escape this phenomenon. That is why we call it the town square or the
hometown, regardless of size.
A Google Maps search for the word “church” gets 32 results, the city’s website
lists 40, the historical center lists 56, all in a six-mile radius. Until I was about fifteen, I
attended one of those churches, a Pentecostal one. Services took place inside of what
looked to be an old office building, with hand-painted wooden letters nailed to the front
awning: The Bucyrus Christian Center. In many ways the place was a microcosm of
Bucyrus itself. Rumors abounded, everyone knew one another, the good and the bad. And
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like the city, many of the congregation had roots in the South, left over from that great
Scotch-Irish migration. Even my own mother’s family came from Appalachia, and before
that, Scotland and Ireland.
Every Sunday evening I sat in one of the five rows of pews and listened to the
sermon. The preacher, Ted, covered in sweat, would get so worked up his face would
redden, and veins bulged from his forehead. He screamed his words in parody-like tones
of the southern minister, pauses and deep breaths. And, like clockwork, my uncle George
would build up too, like a cartoon character with steam shooting from his ears. Around
the same time every service, George could no longer hold in his joy, and he would start
running laps around the pews. Hands in the air, crying, screaming, “Bless you, Jesus.”
Then, Connie Agin, a wiry, middle-aged mother of too-many-to-count, would talk
in tongues, like a blend of Yiddish and Zulu. They called this “being taken over by the
Holy Ghost.” That’s how they said it, in the passive voice. Perhaps because the takenover was a vessel, moved from the grammatical subject to the object. The Holy Ghost
took over, and their (George’s and Connie’s) cups ranneth over.
There were many times when I was a child that, at the end of service, when Ted
asked if anyone needed prayer, I went to the front. Every time, Ted gave it his all, as if he
was healing the blind. He laid his palm, slippery with anointing oil and sweat, on my
forehead and prayed with just as much fury as he had for Ryan, the paraplegic toddler in
the front row, and I liked the attention. He pushed back on my head and said, “Bless this
child,” and spoke in tongues when it was time.
Here, I was the vessel. God the substance, the filler; I, the filled.
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At 15, I’d sit in youth groups while the youth-minister discussed the dangers of
drugs and spoke of hellfire and damnation. And it scared us. If the vessel is willing, it
will easily fill. The passive versus the active.
Our vices, our faith, our fear, all the filler.
How easy it is to stay put, to continue with the things you know, to believe that
which is comfortable, to not question. How hard it is to leave a place—the people, the
memories—behind.
And maybe we stay because we find a home, no matter how much it alters. Until
recently Bucyrus has been a largely republican city with a nearly all-white (somewhere
around 98%), manufacturing-based community. See: General Electric (downsized),
Bucyrus Precision Tech (downsized), Baja Boats (relocated), Checkmate Boats
(relocated), Dostal Brewery (Relocated), Swan Rubber (closed) Bucyrus Blades
(downsized), Timken Bearings (downsized).
The older residents will remember that it used to be respectable to work at these
plants. Not only was Timken a good job, it was desirable. You could start a family, settle
down, buy a house, and live out the rest of your days with a career and a mortgage in a
peaceful, small town.
A divide exists in the town now. The elite hang on to what little wealth they have.
The families like that of my stepfather, whose grandfather, I’m told, owned the first
Texaco station (closed) in the county. However, there is little evidence of this showering
of wealth left in the family. I see it in his parents, a nice house, new vehicles ever few
years, etc. There is no Texaco station now, and my stepfather struggles to pay his bills on
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a factory (located outside of Bucyrus) salary, assembling Honda parts, at least until his
parents die. But they carry the air of the better off, the condescension, and the good name.
There is the other side of my family. They have a reputation for being drunken,
fighting, typical redneck stereotypes. Government assisted, addicts, multiple marriages,
in and out of prison, unhealthy, and the list continues. I say this knowing full well that
everyone makes mistakes. In fact, what is great about my family is that it is one full of
forgiveness. All of these things have taken a toll on different family members, in one way
or another, but they continue to forgive each other. So, I ask myself, where do I come
from? What causes these paths in life? And so often I do not have an answer. Is it the
place? Would my family, had they grown up somewhere else, have done the things they
did? Would they still be my family?
These things are a microcosm of the town.
The churches, the bars, the factories.
The vessel, once filled, alters.
Just like the place, I am somewhere between. Between my love for my family and
the choice to not take the path they did, between Bucyrus and the rest of the world. Even
now I feel the pull and the love I hold for Bucyrus.
There is this pull that affects everyone. I am not normally one for this sort of
sentimentality. But there are those moments of doubt. The moments when you hesitate a
half-beat before picking up a penny with its head to the ground, or go up the basement
stairs a few steps faster when the lights are off. There are moments when I want to go
back, however brief, and get myself a mortgage and a career, taking up the factory life
like so many before me.
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The town is the filler and the people the vessel.

I am old enough now to know that Ace Hardware used to be The Pharm and
before that it was More-for-Less, and Neff’s even before that. I’m old enough to
remember where all those demolished buildings used to be. I understand now why my
grandmother called the convenience store by her house Lawson’s instead of Dairy Mart,
just as I find myself calling it Dairy Mart instead of its new name.
When I was growing up, the city seemed different. It seemed more positive.
Perhaps this is a product of age, or naivety. Now, the youth have graduated from booze
and pot to heroin. The place is riddled with the drug. And yet again, there are small
factions, art groups and concerned citizens who are trying fight back, to win what looks
like an unwinnable battle. And I ask myself how much of this battle is just the city and
how much should be attributed to something bigger, to something countrywide?
Something unsurprising: the town is deeply rooted in the tradition of high-school
sports, especially football. But the team—still under the politically incorrect name, the
“Bucyrus Redmen,” or the confusing “Lady Redmen”—rarely performs well, worse than
400th in the state. They have a rivalry with Wynford, the “farm school,” 1.5 miles down
the road. Due to lack of funding, these schools will eventually merge into one, and yet
residents are still weary of voting to pass school levies.
Here are two different entities becoming one, two substances forced to fill the
same vessel.
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It seems too easy to say that the town manipulated me. It seems too easy to say
that by moving away I was able to escape that manipulation, and yet here I am.
Why do we leave a place? How much of it sticks with us? How much of that
town is in me? I think all of it, the good and the bad. I am a part of it and it a part of me.
Can I really blame the people who stay? Don’t they see something in it? Don’t we
all have our vices, those things that we keep in our lives even though they are bad for us?
And perhaps here is where I should arrive: Bucyrus is just another vice. It is the habit I
should kick but don’t really want to. What is it doing for me? What am I doing for it?
Neither of us benefits from one another and yet I continue to go back. I continue to
explore.
During Christmas a few years back, I was in Bucyrus visiting family. My
girlfriend and I were at my mother’s new rental house when she told me that my
biological father—a man I’ve never met—lives somewhere in the county. I had always
known he lived close, but this was the first time I heard her say it out loud. This is
normally a topic we do not discuss. I know he has other children, but to think of them as
real shook me, made me feel less like a man and more like a little boy.
A few months later, I was in Bucyrus, inside the Shell station on Sandusky, when
I saw someone out of the corner of my eye that I thought I recognized. When I got closer,
I realized he looked more than a little like me. This was a coincidence, I’m sure now, but
in that one moment between awe and reason, I allowed myself to believe that I was
staring at my half-brother, a son from the father I never met.
This is what Bucyrus is. It exists somewhere between reason and doubt.
Somewhere on the peripherals of this city is another family I do not know. And every so
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often, things like this will boil to the surface of my everyday life. I leave the place but I
cannot stop exploring. I can’t stop wandering the speakeasies under the city. I look at the
place from under the shiny surface, at the brick behind the murals. I let it get under my
skin.
I become the vessel.
I will never leave that city. I will never stop roaming through that town. Every
year that it sinks deeper I will feel it, no matter how far I am from home. And every year
a quiet part of me will still root for Bucyrus to succeed, because it is a part of me, and I it.
Here, I am the vessel. I am the town. It is the filled. It is the filler.
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A Slaying at Bucyrus Estates
Keep track of the details, and the first narrative becomes quite simple.
It’s 8:45 PM the night before Valentines Day, 1994, Bucyrus, Ohio. 24-year-old
Marichell and her boyfriend Richard Warren are babysitting two of Marichell’s little
cousins—Quintin (4) and Quanita (7) Reeves—along with her four-year-old daughter,
Marchae, at their Bucyrus Estates apartment. Marichell’s Aunt Linda, 39, walks in the
door to pick up her young niece and nephew. It’s freezing outside. Mounds of snow line
the tiny street and parking spaces in front of the apartments, the temperature somewhere
in the high teens.
We can stop here, so as to not get hung up on the particulars. Bucyrus Estates is
one of those low-rent complexes on the outside of town. Rows of apartments line one
side of a small street that snakes in on itself so it can fit as many buildings in as possible.
There are six people inside apartment 1712 B.
I’m (8) in bed a mile down the road, sharing a room with my sister (4). Cancer
grows inside three generations of women in my family: my grandmother, my aunt, and a
cousin. My family and Marichell’s will not intersect directly, not that we know of,
except that we share the same city.
As the kids play on the living room floor, the NBA All-star game plays on the TV.
Scottie Pippen will score 29 points, clinching the win for the East. Aunt Linda walks in
from the cold, shivering, the winter still on her.
Richard gets distracted from the game, though, when he sees a man standing
outside the front door of the ground-level apartment. The man doesn’t knock, or say a
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word, instead he turns around and begins to walk away. Richard, suspicious or worried or
a mix or both, jumps up and opens the door.
A large man turns around in the dark. “Is Linda home?” he says. Richard says that
she is, and calls for her. Linda steps back out the door into the winter evening.
“Who’s that?” Richard asks Marichell.
“That’s Kevin,” she says. She also says a last name, but Richard won’t remember
what it is. Rumor has it that Marichell’s brother, Rudel, is a confidential informant for the
police and recently ratted on Kevin, causing him to get arrested in a drug raid. Today is
Kevin’s first day out. Richard sits back down to watch the game.
Kevin and Aunt Linda aren’t out in the cold long before they both come back
inside. Kevin is a large man, stocky, in all black. He has a trash bag in his hand and is
sweating profusely.
“Marichell, can I get a glass of water?” he says. She obliges and goes to the
kitchen to get it.
“Cold outside,” he says to Richard, who is focused on the game. Keith has his
turtleneck pulled up over the bottom half of his face, presumably from the cold.
“Yeah,” Richard says.
“Who’s winning?”
When Marichell retrieves the glass of water Kevin drinks it through the turtleneck,
sets it down, opens the trash bag, pulls out a semi-automatic 9mm handgun, and orders
everyone, Marichell, Richard, Linda, and the three young children, to get on the floor.
Everything happens quickly.
“Kevin, what are you doing?” Marichell screams. “We don’t have anything.”
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At the sound of his name Kevin becomes furious, yelling at Marichell, “Stop
saying my name.”
“Why are you doing this? We didn’t do anything,” she says, again using his name,
and again he yells at her. She pleads for their lives, for the children’s lives, as Kevin puts
a gun to her head.
“Well you should have thought of this before your brother started ratting on
people,” he says.
“My brother didn’t rat on anybody,” she says, “and even if he did, we didn’t have
anything to do with it.”
And in an instant, Kevin opens fire at the back of her head. He sprays the room.
All six people are hit. 7-year-old Quanita attempts to get up and run but gets shot twice in
the back. Richard is struck once in the jaw and twice in the back before Kevin leaves the
apartment into the quiet street outside and runs to his car.
At the sound of the door closing, Richard gets up and sprints out the door toward
a local restaurant, Ike’s, the distance of a football field away, the frozen ground hard and
uneven beneath his feet. The crunch of the snow and the sound of his labored screams for
help are the only things heard until the crack of gunfire once more rings into the night,
four, maybe five, more times. One of the bullets hits Richard in the butt, knocking him
into the snow. And once more Richard gets up from the ground, four bullet wounds now,
and finishes his way to the restaurant. He bursts through the door, and waitress Christine
Mullins calls 911.
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Here’s a coincidence: Mullins is the married last name of my aunt with the cancer
growing inside her body. She’s the only one of thee women who will be alive in five
years. They are the only Mullins I know in the city, aside from the waitress, Christine, but
I don’t know her. It’s possible we crossed paths on the few times my mother took my
sister and I to Ike’s. It’s possible she even took our order. There were big, red-vinyl
booths at Ike’s, so big that my young sister referred to it as “big seats” instead of Ikes.
But it was expensive, so it wasn’t often that we went there.

Meanwhile, neighbor Nancy Smathers is in her apartment when she hears popping
sounds outside and decides to see what is going on. She stands in her front doorway and
watches as Kevin, after firing his last shots into Richard, jumps into a cream-colored
sedan to make his escape into the icy night. But on his way he loses control of the vehicle
and slams into a snow bank.
He tries and tries, but his car will not free itself from the snow, spinning tires on
the ice. Kevin is forced to open the car door, brace against the frame, and rock the car
back and forth, foot on the pedal. Nancy notices that his dome light is broken; the only
thing illuminating the man is the streetlight above his head. His large body rocks the car
back and forth, back and forth. He does this for a full five minutes before it finally lets go.
He jumps back into the car and speeds off into the night. What Kevin did not realize,
however, is that when the car slid into the bank it hit hard enough to leave an imprint in
the snow: the numbers 043, digits of a partial license-plate number.
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The gunman fired a minimum of 24 shots in all. Aunt Linda was hit six times,
including one bullet that severed her spinal cord, killing her instantly. Marichell was hit
several times in the head, which exploded her jaw and lodged a bullet in her skull. She
too dies before paramedics arrive. Marichell’s 4-year-old daughter, Marchae, was shot
twice in the back. Both cousins, Quintin and Quanita, were also shot twice. They will
make a full recovery, but the night will haunt them for years to come. Little Marchae will
die in the hospital later in the night.
Richard is rushed to Grant Hospital in Columbus, 60 miles south, where he
undergoes surgery for his multiple wounds. Almost eight hours pass, and as he lies in the
hospital room recovering, a nurse interviews him for post-op. It is during this interview
that he writes the word “Kevin” on a piece of paper, officially identifying the man who
had shot him. During the course of the early morning hours, Bucyrus Police Captain John
Stanley receives two telephone calls from Richard’s hospital room. Stanley is aware of
the naming of “Kevin,” and gives Richard four possible last names. After hearing the
names Richard is 75% sure that Marichell said “Kevin Keith” the night before as Kevin
and aunt Linda talked outside the front door. Officers later come with a photo lineup, six
suspects’ pictures laid out for Richard.
“We’re going to see if you can pick him out,” the officers say.
Richard points to Kevin Keith’s face
“Are you 100% sure?” they say.
“I can’t be 100% sure,” Richard says, “but I’m probably 95% sure.”
After interviewing people at the scene and with Richard’s ID of the suspect,
police Chief Joe Beren knows they have the guy, by noon on the 14th he knows, and on
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the 15th Kevin Keith, 30, is arrested for the murder of three people and the attempted
murder of another three.

The crime goes to trial on May 11, 1994. 15 days later, after 11 hours of
deliberation by the jury, Kevin Keith is found guilty on three counts of Aggravated
Murder and another three counts of Attempted Aggravated Murder. After another three
hours of deliberation, he is sentenced to death. The date for his execution is set for
February 13, 1995, exactly one year from the date the murders took place. 21 years later,
Kevin Keith is still alive.

There is a second narrative to all of this, one that I never heard as a child. What I
heard was a man shot a family in a run-down apartment complex on the edge of town,
probably something to do with drugs. He was so stupid because he left a license plate
imprint in the snow.
But, slowly, over the years, I began to hear pleas of innocence.
And it’s tough to know where to start, because details are important here. Kevin is
still alive. He is still in jail, but he will never be executed. On September 2, 2010, thengovernor Ted Strickland (D) commuted Keith’s sentence to life in prison, 13 days before
his final execution date. Yes, his final execution date was fifteen years later than initially
set. This was Keith’s last opportunity to live. After many years of stays and appeals, all
of which say Keith is guilty, Strickland granted Keith’s request for clemency.
Strickland was not an anti death-penalty guy, either, and at the time the state of
Ohio was second only to Texas in prisoner executions. The reason for Strickland’s
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decision was that Keith has maintained his innocence over the years. He and his nowlawyer, public defender Rachel Troutman, maintain that Keith was not even in Bucyrus at
the time of the murders. They say they have alibis that prove it. Instead, it wasn’t until
11:00 p.m. that Keith came to Bucyrus to pick up his girlfriend at General Electric, well
after the murders occurred.
General Electric, the same place where, the morning after the murder, a resident
said she found a shell casing in a pile of trash on the sidewalk. So what about the
damning bullet casing? The woman who found the casing originally said that she found it
in some trash outside her home the morning after the murders, seeing it (the trash) for the
first time at 10:45 p.m., but Keith did not arrive to pick up his girlfriend until 11:00. Not
only that, but Keith’s defense says that the account of where she found it is debatable.
Dispatch records from the Bucyrus Police Department show that the casing was in fact
found at McDonalds, which is directly next to the restaurant where Richard ran for help
and where the suspect’s vehicle had been parked, many blocks from GE. Admittedly this
argument feels quite weak, explainable by a clerical error, but this is only one
discrepancy that Keith and Troutman say prove he is innocent of that crime.
First, they argue, that there is no physical evidence that links Keith to these
murders. No DNA evidence, fibers, or prints were found at the scene. Police were unable
to retrieve the murder weapon. This means that the sole thing that ties Keith to the
murders is eyewitness testimony. Eyewitness testimony is one of the most notoriously
unreliable ways of proving guilt. In fact, it is the number one cause of wrongful
convictions.
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Also, they say that Richard ran to the restaurant, and when asked who shot him he
said he didn’t know. He even said this later to a police officer attending to his wounds. In
fact, Richard initially said that the shooter had been wearing a mask. He later denied that
he had said this, and at trial changed it to a turtleneck over the bottom half of the man’s
face. But Richard had just been shot, you say, of course his recollection would be
compromised. If that is the case, then shouldn’t the same thing be said about other things
he claims from that night? That’s what the Keith defense claims. Their experts say that
his memory never “encoded” that fateful night, due to the traumatic experience of it all.
He is not lying, they say, he just doesn’t remember what he thinks he does.
The children’s eyewitness accounts are also called into question. Neither Quentin,
4 at the time, nor Quanita, 7, were able to identify Keith as the shooter. Quanita even told
police that Keith was not the man who shot her. She looked at his picture, and said, “That
looks like him, but he didn’t have that bump on his head” (referring to a cranial crest
Keith has).
Digging deeper than that, at trial a nurse claimed that Richard wrote down the
name “Kevin” for him as Richard lay in the hospital bed. The nurse also claims that
Richard told him the killer’s name was Kevin. Richard’s testimony at trial contradicts this
statement. He says he never wrote down anything. The nurse said he called the police at
five in the morning with the name Kevin. But there is no record of this call anywhere. In
fact, the hospital security report showed that at 1:00 p.m. the name of the shooter was still
unknown. 20 years later, in 2007, handwritten notes were obtained from Richard (notes
the nurse said he threw away). Those notes show a name on a piece of paper, but it is
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clear that Richard is not the person who wrote that name, instead it was most likely the
nurse himself.
At trial Captain John Stanley, who had spoken with Richard on the phone, giving
him the last names of potential “Kevins,” said that Richard had provided the name of his
murderer to a different nurse (Amy Gimmets) than the one who wrote the note. The issue
here is that there is not, nor has there ever been, an Amy Gimmets employed at that
hospital. There has never been an Amy Gimmets registered as a nurse in the state of Ohio.
But, this is probably also explained by the fact that there is an Amy Whisman who
was working a shift that night, and she did make a phone call to the Bucyrus Police
Department. But, in 2007 she said in a signed affidavit that she only told the police that
Richard was now able to speak. She never asked him who shot him. He never said a
name to her. There is a taped phone conversation between Stanley and the supposed
Gimmets that was revealed in the court trial, but it has never been released to the defense
so they do not know who is on that call. All other tapes from the investigation have been
destroyed, but the Gimmets call still exists, and Keith says it proves that someone was
pushing his name to Richard before he came upon it himself. Keith says Captain Stanley
told Richard to say the name Kevin Keith.
There’s another connection here. A few years later Captain Stanley would go on
to work the DARE drug resistance program aimed at middle-school children. It’s said
that he was given this position because of he was not great at his job, that they had no
where else to put him. He was my Dare instructor. I’ll admit it’s hard to imagine him
anything else but that happy, white-haired man passing out stuffed animals and telling us
to pretend like our mothers were calling when someone offered us drugs. I’ll also admit
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that he added some bias for me when I was trying to understand who was right and who
was wrong in this case. It was entirely plausible that Stanley messed up all of this and had
the desire to push a name on someone in order to make himself appear more competent.
So, the question is, if Kevin Keith did not commit the murders, then who did?
One of the best ways to exonerate a murderer is not only to try and prove innocence, but
to show a court who actually did commit the crime. The defense has an answer to that
question. Their man is Rodney Melton.
Rodney Melton is the typical small-time crook, racking up any number of crimes
in which he was a suspect, including a murder at 15, for which he was sent to prison until
he was 21. There are suggestions by members of his own family that he was involved in
several more killings.
Two weeks prior to the murders, Rodney Melton told a Confidential Informant
that someone paid him 15,000 dollars to cripple the man responsible for a drug raid. This
never came up at Keith’s trial. Keith’s defense claims that, according to another
informant, Melton was also paid to kill Rudel Chatman, the man responsible for the drug
raid that put Kevin Keith, but Melton didn’t do it. Rodney also had a habit of wearing a
mask just the same way that Keith was supposed to have worn one the night of the
murders. At the hospital, as Marichell lay in the other room, Melton showed up and got in
an argument with Rudel, telling him this is the result of him snitching on people.
Troutman and Keith say that the police picked Keith before having all of the
evidence and then shaped their case around him. The officers fed the first and last name
to Richard. The picture lineup they showed Richard in the hospital had Keith’s picture
larger than all of the rest, a practice that by today’s standards is in no way considered
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accurate or ethical. In fact, years later a psychologist, using very broad physical
descriptors, asked college students to pick out a suspicious suspect using the exact same
photo lineup, and more people picked Keith than statistically should have. The claim,
then, becomes that the police had tunnel vision and failed to look at the other suspects,
including Melton.
The police didn’t consider any other suspects. If they had, then they might have
discovered Melton, and his possible accomplice, Karie Walker. Karie Walker was
another large man and friend of Melton’s. In 2009 evidence from an affidavit shows that
Karie Walker told someone he had shot Quanita Reeves when she was younger. So, is it
possible that Melton and Walker worked together that night?

No. It isn’t…
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Interlude
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A Murder Revisited
I was eight years old when the Bucyrus Estates murders occurred. The entire city
could talk about nothing else. The fact of the plate imprint in the snow was something
everyone was fascinated by. How stupid could a person be? Things like this didn’t
happen in Bucyrus. It was a small, quiet city. It would be another 20 years before a
multiple murder took place again, and then it was by a mentally unstable person. So
needless to say, the 13,000 people of Bucyrus had little else on their minds.
Kevin Keith is black. And it matters. It matters that, at the time, Bucyrus was
roughly 99.3% white. What that means is that out of the 13,000 residents, less than 100
were black. Out of the sixty people summoned for jury duty, there was not a single
minority present. Keith’s jury was completely white. Richard was white, the only white
person involved in the crime. Keith’s defense says that matters, that Richard was able to
describe a gun in detail but his perpetrator as a large, black man with a mask over his face.
There exists a narrative of otherness here. And this matters, but it’s hard to express
exactly how.
It should matter, but it also shouldn’t blind people from looking at the evidence.
The arguments in favor of Keith’s guilt are just too overwhelmingly convincing, and the
arguments the defense are making are just weak and can be explained away in nearly
every case. Mostly it’s just small clerical errors. No one wrote down phone calls, or
someone jotted down the wrong place where a shell casing was found. How did a woman
living across from GE find a bullet casing at McDonald’s instead of in front of her house?
Richard and the surviving children all say it was Kevin.

#

25#

#
There are narratives we tell ourselves. I’ve lived my life thinking about this crime,
and it barely affected me. Maybe it’s because I have a connection to the underdog, or
maybe it’s because I felt a victim of the Bucyrus Police force, discriminated against
because of my name. I was taught from a young age that as a Gallant, the police would
not like me. Although everything I have ever been arrested for has been warranted.
Maybe I just wanted to be the one who could finally figure out the truth, set a man free,
sell a few books, and feel accomplished. Or maybe it’s all of the above.
I recently discovered that Quanita is a friend of a friend. I know the police officers.
One of the investigating officers is my long-time girlfriend’s father. When I got older,
Bucyrus Estates was where I would go to score cocaine.
To be honest, I’ve had a narrative in my head. I’ve always believed Keith’s claims
of innocence. And in doing many hours of research, I found myself jostling back and
forth, unsure of what transpired that night over twenty years ago. There’s a narrative I
want to believe, and that I started off wanting to tell, the more exciting one, the one we
all love to hear about: black man wrongly convicted by all-white jury due to bumbling
police force. There’s a story of vindication, of justice. Stories matter, especially in their
construction. We are all judges and juries. You can’t hear this story and not have an
opinion, no matter how tenuous.
With all that in mind, I pour through pages and pages of court documents, and I
think about the evidence. I’m reminded that real people are involved in this. I read so
many appeals by Keith. I realize that Rodney Melton is the uncle to Quentin and Quanita,
that he still sees them on a regular basis and they consider him close. Wouldn’t the
children have noticed him instantly if he was the one with the gun, I think. That does
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leave Karie Walker, who is said to have been staying in one of the apartments nearby,
who had similar characteristics to Keith, i.e. large black man, who happens to be Keith’s
half-brother. I can’t make up for that. There’s a woman by the name of Kathy Gale who
says she saw Kevin Keith walk past her door and knock on Marichell’s at 3:00 p.m.
earlier that day, and that is not disputed. Kevin Keith was at their apartment earlier that
day. Of course he was. He knows the family, but what matters is that Kathy Gale says she
saw Keith at Marichell’s once again around 9:00 p.m. that same night.
Again, though, eyewitness accounts are very unreliable. Nancy Smathers, the
woman who watched the car stuck in the snow bank, said she couldn’t make out a face of
the driver in the night, but six weeks later she sees Keith on television and calls to say
that is the man. How much of this is true, and how much of it is influenced? The problem
with eyewitness testimonies is that they are so damn satisfying to hear. A jury wants a
person to point and say, “That is the man who did it.” It’s clean, there is little to
understand, and it’s simple. But, eyewitness testimonies do not always work. They rely
on a person’s memory during a traumatic event. During the 12-hour long clemency
hearing in 2010 (they typically only last an hour, but Keith was given special
consideration considering the Innocence Project had garnered so much support),
Troutman and the defense had brought along a victim who had a man convicted as her
rapist because she spent considerable time memorizing his face during the attack. The
man was later exonerated thanks to DNA evidence. They use that as heart-string proof of
how wrong such a thing can go.
And exoneration is unlikely here, whether he is guilty or not. The police effort did
not collect enough evidence. For instance, they eventually did locate a possible vehicle.
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Several weeks after the murder, as Keith sat in the county jail on a 1 million dollar bond,
a woman named Melanie Davison was arrested after smuggling pot to Keith under a fake
name. The car she was driving, which belonged to her grandfather, had the last three
digits on the license plate of 043 and happened to have a blown dome light. The pictures
they took of the tire tread from the scene did not match the tread from the tires on the car,
but there is evidence of tire change. However, when they impounded the car, there was
no evidence recovered from the vehicle, only low-quality photos.
None of the other debris found with the erroneous bullet casing near GE was
collected for evidence. No molds were taken of the tire tread or the plate indentation at
the murder site. There were footprints outside the building that were not recorded in any
way. And there are other small things that police officers dealing with a crime they had
never dealt with would likely miss that experts have later brought to attention.
The tricky part is that it’s also true that Melton drove an Impala with a plate
number that began with 043. Experts disagree on what car could have made the imprint.
Melton’s is a cream color, whereas the one taken from Davison is two-tone, with blue on
top and bottom. Two vehicles, similar in description, with similar plates, both suspects in
two different narratives.
Lets break down a few things, though, that came to light in 2010 after the
clemency hearing. Nurse Gimmets does exist, as Nurse Whisman, but is probably a
transcription error because of static. In 2010 the recording of the notorious phone call
was made available to the clemency board. Earlier that year, Amy had listened to the
recordings and recanted her 2007 affidavit, saying that she only signed it “hoping this
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matter would go away,” and after listening to the tapes does in fact state that Richard told
her Kevin was the name of his shooter.
Keith claims to have alibis, but they are all conflicts of interest, including family
with changing statements and fellow drug traffickers, who would hold no credibility in
court. None of them testified at this trial because the defender at the time knew they
would not help the case in any way.
Keith was never interrogated. This is a problem. This is how you poke holes in a
statement. But if there is no statement, there can be no holes. Many murders are actually
convicted by interrogation, many long, grueling hours of interrogation. People talk, not
realizing that don’t have to talk. It is tried and true, but for some reason the officers chose
not to interrogate the man who the chief “knew by noon the next day” did it.
I don’t think I’m supposed to say this, but Kevin Keith is guilty. I’m about 95%
sure. I don’t buy the high-school football star argument his lawyers and loyal supporters
will not let you forget. I don’t see the argument in that. Let’s not use that, then. Keith
smoked pot, he sold crack, and he was arrested for robbery. But as a former drug user and
person convicted of numerous crimes myself, I hate to rely on that side of the argument
either.
What I rely on is what we all must rely on: narrative, whatever ones we choose to
believe. Yes he was granted clemency, but only after every appeals court, Supreme Court,
clemency board, etc. found no evidence that he was innocent. The clemency board voted
0-8 against clemency, saying Keith was guilty and deserved to die. Strickland gave him a
pardon, but said in his decision that it was likely that Keith did it, but there existed
evidence that needed to be looked at.
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Brokensword
Early summer mornings my cousin Johnny and I hauled milk jugs of sulfur water
across a five-acre field. There, surrounded by an electric fence to keep out the predators,
was a grid of 55-gallon plastic drums, each one bisected horizontally and placed in the
ground. Johnny’s father, Phil, owned the barrels and the roosters that lived inside them.
Phil was a barrel-chested man with tarantula and cobra tattoos covering his body. Johnny
and Phil lived on small farm in Broken Sword, Ohio, five miles north of my hometown.
During the summers, when I was a young boy away from school, I often stayed there for
weeks at a time. This was the children’s chore, to feed and water the chickens at the edge
of the field.
The water at their house, pulled from a well outside the kitchen window, smelled
of rotten eggs, and was potable only to those who were used to it. Standing in the kitchen,
Phil would drink an entire glass without batting an eye. When I complained that there
was no store-bought water left in the fridge, he’d say, “Drink fart water,” using his
affectionate term for the rotten stuff, “it ain’t gonna kill ya.”
The scent of the sulfur mixed with the smell of real eggs as Johnny and I tipped
the jugs and filled the chickens’ water bowls.
Back then I never thought about what the male birds were for. When I was
especially young, it was hard enough to get past the term cocks without giggling. But
when I saw them strut around on their leashes it made sense to call them cocks, as taboo
as it felt. They looked confident and proud, the color of their feathers so far from the
plain, white images in cartoons. Their puffed-out chests speckled with yellow, orange,
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blue, and red. Their feathers closer resembled a peacock than Chicken Little or Foghorn
Leghorn.
I plotted my route through the barrel labyrinth, making sure to avoid the
particularly mean birds, leaving those for Johnny, the braver one. Johnny, a year younger
than me, seemed to have always been tall and blonde and muscular. He was the opposite
of me in every way. He played sports and girls swooned over him. I was so thin I had
trouble carrying the milk jugs when they were full.
*
Just a five miles outside Bucyrus, there is little census data on Broken Sword; it’s
far too small; less than two hundred people live in a five-mile radius. When I look for it
online, I see its Facebook page with the 8 likes and 45 visits. Wikipedia has it listed as
one word: Brokensword and other sites list it as two. I find outdated websites about ghost
towns and podunks. I see the pictures of the wrought-iron cemetery gates just down the
road from Phil’s house. I think about the fact that there are more people buried there than
people alive. I think about how often this is true.
*
I never wondered why there was a walled-off pit encircling the floor of the
chicken coop. When I was a boy, chicken fighting meant monkey bars and sitting on
shoulders at the public pool. And because I never witnessed a match, I never thought
about the spurs and beaks and ripped flesh. I never thought about the gouged eyes and
bloody feathers, about the noise of two animals attacking one another, about the group of
people encircling these pits, shouting, sweating and greedy. And what about the winner
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of the match, who gets to go home to his dissected barrel and wait out the rest of his
fighting-life tethered to a three-foot leash? I never thought about who the real winner was.
*
A single family of groundhogs can lay waste to crops, gardens, and even building
foundations. Phil knew an elderly woman near Broken Sword who could not take care of
eradicating the rodents on her own, and so he did it for her. A family of five can live in a
single den, and, judging by the holes in the woman’s yard, there had to be dozens of the
massive rodents on her property.
One day Phil and I sat in her barn, facing her farm through the large, open doors.
The wide berth allowed the breeze to rush through the barn and over our bodies. What
was left of the red paint on the outside of the rotting wood looked as if it wouldn’t last the
season. We waited in silence, waiting for the large animals to peek out and run across the
field. Phil readied his .410.
The quiet of the country was peaceful almost long enough to forget why we were
there when a large, brown mass darted across the field. Phil traced its path with the barrel
of his gun for a few feet before he squeezed the trigger. The animal’s head exploded in a
vapor of red mist. What was left of its body tumbled over and over before stopping
permanently in the grass.
“Did you see his brains splatter?” Phil yelled.
I don’t know how I could have missed it.
Just then I wanted to leave. I wanted humans to leave. I wanted this group of
animals to have back their trees and their land and their family. I was glad I was not
holding a gun, glad I did not have to help this woman.
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*
Delaware Indians captured Colonel William Crawford in 1782. They stripped him
bare, tied him to a stake, and lit kindling a few yards away. Crawford spent the night
waiting for his torture the following morning. The Delaware gathered round, men and
women, and fired hot gunpowder at his crotch until the flesh was black and charred. The
air must have been thick with gunpowder and smoke and flesh. He was then tortured for
several more hours before they burnt him alive.
Before Crawford was captured, he thrust his sword into the ground, leveraged
against it, and splintered it into three pieces. He would not die at the hands of his own
blade. He then threw those pieces into what is now Broken Sword Creek. I hear this story
now and think of what a sword means to a man, in all its phallic symbolism.
As a child it was easy to think of Crawford’s story as romantic, an example of
bravery, of conduct of men. Even now I’m reminded of Che Guevara’s last words as he
faced the firing squad: Shoot, you are only going to kill a man. An example of rumor
turned legend, one in which the child in me wants to believe.
But the legend people recite about Crawford is lacking some key details. They
leave out the fact that he was previously involved in a brutal massacre of the Native
Americans. They leave out the fact that he murdered men and women and children. I
can’t help but wonder if he used his sword. I can’t help but wonder who the winner was.
*
Before long, it became impossible for Phil to leave the house for days at a time to
attend cockfights and still support his deteriorating marriage. Then, one day, a pack of
dogs snuck into the rooster enclosure, killing nearly all of his prized stock. He never
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recovered. By the time I was a teenager the birds were gone, maybe for the best.
Eventually some of the cock-fighters moved on to what might seem like the next logical
step: dog fighting. But this broke an unspoken code for Phil. He later told me, “I don’t go
for that shit. A dog is a part of your family. You have to teach a dog to fight. A rooster,
it’s naturally bred.” He told me that fighting chickens live a good, pampered life, better
than the chickens you eat. So what if they have to fight a few times in their lives, it’s
better than the alternative.
*
Mary Ann lived two miles down the road from Phil’s house. One autumn when I
was sixteen Johnny got involved with one of her friends. He and I would wait until Phil
was asleep, sneak out, and walk along Route 19 to meet the girls at Mary Ann’s parents’
farm. Although only a teenager, Mary Ann liked to tell us about her vast sexual
experience. She liked to tell us about the 45-year-old men with whom she had been, some
of them friends of her parents. I was never sure if these stories were true. Seeing how
much her parents drank and fought, I was inclined to believe her.
One night the four of us sat in a camper on her property, paired off into couples
on either side of a small table, a flashlight our only source of light. We joked and made
shy innuendos, all of our hands invisible under blankets, handfuls of flesh, never going
further than exploration, all of it risky yet invigorating. I never wanted to leave. But when
it got late, Johnny and I made the trek home, past the s-curves, over Broken Sword creek,
and up the hill on route 19.
“I think I kinda like Mary Ann,” I said as I stared at the pavement.
It had grown cold enough to see my breath.
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“Jesus, Matt. Don’t fall in love,” Johnny said.
Was I not supposed to? There was an implication in his statement that everyone
but me knew what we were doing. There was a tone of certainty in his voice, and a lack
of one in mine. The four of us were having fun and that was the understood agreement.
Yeah, don’t fall in love, I told myself.
*
Raccoon hunting is done at night. In order to spot one in the dark, one person
shines a flashlight into trees while the other waits. Brian ran his spotlight across the dark
leaves until two beads of yellow reflected like stars. Phil readied his 22-250. When I first
saw the tiny diamonds in the trees, a second of excitement rose inside of me. We had
found one. The search was over. However, finding a raccoon did not mean simply seeing
then leaving. There was a goal we were after. There was a winner to be declared.
Something felt unfair. We had barely stepped away from the road. I could take a few
steps backward and touch Phil’s Chevy S10 if I wanted to. One moment we were driving
down a country road, the next we were shooting chunky animals out of branches. But I
stayed quiet. These men had thought nothing of it. It was sport and it was fun and it was a
fact of life.
*
I fired my first shotgun in the same field where the chickens once lived. I must
have been near fourteen. All that was left in the field were dirt trails for the ATVs and a
burn pile. Phil had dug a mound of dirt along the back and lined it with the very milk jugs
and barrels we had used for the chickens, and made a makeshift firing range. He mounted

#

35#

#
a clay-pigeon launcher on a truck tire and put in on the back deck. On sunny days I sat on
the deck and listened to the music of skeet shooting.
One person manned the sling while another person stood on the steps with gun in
hand. “Pull,” the gunner would shout. Rusty metal slid against rusty metal. A clay pigeon
launched across the horizon. The gunner traced the orange disk across the sky, watching
it fade into the sunlight, and just when you thought it was out of view, boom. The disk
disintegrated in the air.
On this day, though, Johnny and I were alone, the shotgun and us. My arm was
too short to reach the trigger and still have the stock tucked properly into my shoulder. A
12-gauge shotgun kicks so hard when fired it can knock a person down. When Johnny—
an experienced shooter—wasn’t looking, I propped the smooth wooden butt on top of my
shoulder, lined up my shot, and fired. When I opened my eyes, the gun was gone. It had
launched from my grip, spiraled in the air, and landed a good 20 feet in the ground
behind me. The barrel stuck in the dirt like a javelin. The sweet smell of sulfur lurked in
the air. Johnny hooted. He laughed the only way you can after you’ve escaped
disfigurement. I laughed too.
*
Near the henhouse was a group of three doghouses on a slab of concrete. Phil
liked pit bulls and hunting dogs that, over the years, often came and went. Rover was a
staple, however, a golden Great Dane that towered over me when I was a child, so big
that Johnny and I rode him like a horse. Or we stood across the field from him, arm in
arm, beckoning him to charge us, a literal Red Rover. We called on him to break the
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chain of our hands, clasped tightly, sweating in the sun. Inevitably he rushed us, as if he
knew he was a part of the game, and broke our chain every time.
As we grew into adolescence, the black fur around Rover’s face grayed, and his
body grew lean and frail. He no longer wanted to run or play. Suddenly he stopped eating.
He became lethargic, and began throwing up blood. Phil had seen the signs of Parvo
before. It doesn’t take long for the disease to take hold. Once it does, it is a painful, slow
death. Rover became so thin it looked as though I could see through the flaps of skin
where his muscles once were. Flies ate at the open sores on his ears. Phil let it go on for
just a few days too long, no doubt in the kind of denial we save for those closest to us.
There was only one thing to do because they lived on a farm and that’s what you do. As a
boy from the city, I had wanted to take Rover to the vet, to put him down. But what Phil
was doing felt right. Rover should die at the hands of the man who loved him. He would
get the dignity a member of the family deserved.
Johnny and I were in the room that connected the garage to the house. Through
the rectangular window the size of a ship’s porthole I watched Phil walk across the yard
toward the dog kennel. He was carrying a shotgun at his side. The washer and dryer lined
the wall to my back. The room had a perpetual smell of sulfur. Johnny was crying.
I like to think that I watched Phil pull the trigger and Johnny turned away, but the
truth is I do not remember watching. I know this time Phil did not cheer. He did not ask if
we saw the brains when he put the barrel to the gray fur and pulled the trigger. He didn’t
ask if we saw the pink mist spray the slab of concrete.
*
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The heavy curtains were always drawn in Phil’s bedroom. It was perpetually
damp and dark with a wet, musky scent. It was forbidden for us to enter because he kept a
large pornography collection in his closet. By the time we were 12, our curiosities took
over and Johnny and I would sneak in when Phil was gone. This was not the collection of
a novice. There were things I had never seen: sex toys, handcuffs, and even a pump
intended to increase penis size. When I found the latter, a picture of an oily man on the
box displaying the possible outcomes, I imagined Phil using it and suddenly things
became too personal. I wanted to leave. My curiosity was sated. But Johnny wanted to
watch some of the tapes. And so we did.
The videotapes themselves were especially foreign to me. They weren’t the
standard, flat black I was used to. Some were orange or white or purple. This signified
something different, meant to mean this is not typical, you are holding something
important in your hands. They were oddly similar in color to my younger sister’s
children’s movies, like Barney the Dinosaur, that sat on the shelf back home.
*
As Phil got older, he seemed to calm. Gray hairs began to appear where black
ones once were. He didn’t hunt anymore. The guns eventually left too. He spent time and
money converting his garage into a reptile habitat, the inside thick with humidity all year.
Along both walls were glass tanks of different sizes. He claimed his Burmese Python, at
over ten feet, was larger than any of the ones in the Columbus Zoo, just 90 miles south.
He often let it loose in the living room, watching its slow slither across the carpet.
The venomous ones had always been his favorite. He was especially fond of the
highly venomous Rhino Viper, with her forked, yellow horns and sky-blue eyes. He said
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they got a bad rap, even after an Ohio man died from a Rhino Viper bite in 2003. Then on
an abnormally warm February day in 2005, when he went to change the viper’s water,
instinct took over and she reached out her spiny head, striking Phil on the index and
middle fingers. The venom acts fast, destroying blood vessels and tissue. The burning
started immediately.
Phil was flown four hours south to Cincinnati to receive the anti-venom, barely
making it in time. Several days later, by the time he was able to go home, the temperature
had dropped. He found the viper that had bit him dead in her cage, along with the fifteen
babies that had been inside of her. Phil was devastated. It had not been her fault. She had
only done what came natural.
The ordeal landed him an episode of Animal Planet’s Deadliest Attacks, complete
with re-enactment and all. In the interview Phil said how he always liked animals more
than people, how he was nervous around people, how uncomfortable he got in social
situations. It was a side of him I hadn’t considered, or seen, even. He had always seemed
so confident, but now I could see how we were related.
*
Two years after the snakebite, Phil had a new girlfriend and a newborn. Perhaps, I
thought, the life of this child would be quieter, if not a little unorthodox, with Phil now
old enough to have grandchildren. Then one afternoon he and this new girlfriend started
fighting. It escalated, he struck her, and she called the police. While searching the house
officers found that he had been making pipe bombs in his garage, the reptiles long gone.
He claims it was simply a terrible choice for a hobby a friend had shown him. He went to
prison for two years for a combination of the crimes. With no real job and no way to pay
the mortgage, the bank took the house.
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There are times now when I drive through Broken Sword, past that house. It’s still
the same pale blue it’s always been. The garage still sits in the same spot. The gravel
driveway is still there. I’m surprised every time. I expect the place to be altered in some
visible way, or gone even. I expect it to have moved on, just as I have. And when I see
that it hasn’t, I’m struck with a strong pang of nostalgia for a few seconds. Then it’s gone.
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The Road of Excess
It was the summer of 1997. I had turned thirteen in May. I had also recently
discovered LSD. It was the first illegal drug I tried. It was also the first drug with which I
fell in love. At that time in Bucyrus, it was cheap and readily available. My friends and I
would take it at anywhere: in abandoned trailers with the windows boarded up, at home,
wandering the streets uptown, at school. My focus of my summers had suddenly changed
from sitting on my friend’s porch playing Magic the Gathering, sweating and sucking
back Mountain Dews, to sitting in dark trailers, sucking back orange juice.
It was the summer of 1999. My friend Lance and I were talking on the phone. He
had been rifling through some of his sister Libby’s stuff. She and her traveling,
dreadlocked Dead Head boyfriend, Gummy Bear, were staying with Lance’s parents on
their way through town. Libby was a stringy, longhaired, flannel wearing, Ween listening
type. She was really pretty to a fourteen-year-old kid in that carefree, hippie type of way.
“Hey, man, guess what I found in Gummy and Libby’s drawer,” he said to me
over the receiver.
Lance didn’t have to say what drawer; I knew: the top, left drawer in the large
wooden desk in Libby’s room, the one where they hid the drugs they happened to be
selling at the time. It was the same drawer from which Gummy had given me a bud of
skunky pot that made me pass out just a few months prior. I was one of the few who
knew about that drawer because they trusted me like a member of the family, a member
of the family that had eaten at their dinner table and played Monopoly on the floor of
their parents’ bedroom. I liked to be the banker because in their house cheating was okay
as long as you did not get caught.
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Lance continued, “It’s four square pieces of paper inside some tinfoil.” Oh yes,
this was a good man here, I thought.
“That’s acid, dude,” I said into the receiver. Lance had listened to me describe my
newfound love many times over the previous year. He was a year younger than me, and
probably hadn’t even smoked pot yet. I told him everything about it. The permanent grin
it gives the user, how the enlightenment sometimes lasts eight hours, or how it can make
the asphalt bubble like a stream of lava. I told him about the chill it sends up the spine as
soon as that tiny square of paper hits the tongue; and, of course, the little things about
how to handle acid, how it is stored in tinfoil. “Is there anything on them?” I asked.
“Yeah, some dragonflies.” Bingo. No doubt about it. Lance was holding four hits
of blotter acid in his hand and if I knew anything about Libby and Gummy, it was strong
stuff.
I don’t know why Lance called me about his find that day. I’ve never asked him
and he has never told me. Maybe he wanted to look cool, or maybe he was just excited
and trusted me enough not to do anything with the information. Of course he was wrong.
A week or so after this conversation, I was staying for the weekend with my step
dad, Ron. Ron lived just a block from Lance’s mom’s house and the tiny squares of paper
tucked away in that upstairs desk drawer.
I want to justify my decision to steal from my closest friends. But there is no real
justification. I was greedy and they had something I wanted. But most of all, I didn’t
think I would get caught. Life was like the Monopoly game, I could cheat as long as I got
away with it. I could take as much as I liked but I would never dream of stealing the
entire stack of 500 dollar bills, only one or two at a time. I figured 20 dollars worth of
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acid wouldn’t be missed when they were probably selling thousands of dollars worth of
drugs.
I told my friend Lindy, a fellow partaker, who knew the Polaks, to meet me in the
alley behind Ron’s and we’d go from there. Lindy would be my accomplice. I don’t
recall the conversation we had or what I told him about the details of my plan, but I let
him in on the secret because he often shared with me the weed he stole from his mom’s
bedroom. He was a friend and I was too nervous to do it alone. He was to play the decoy.
“I’m going on a bike ride around the block,” I told Ron, walking out the back
door. “Be back in a bit.” Ron never let me leave the block, even at that age; he never let
my friends come over because he thought, ironically, they were all bad influences on me
so I had to lie. I grabbed my green Schwinn and rode to meet Lindy.

We walked into the back door of the Polak house. Their house was big, one of the
biggest I had ever been inside. It dwarfed my mother’s house. There were more rooms
upstairs than we had in our entire two floors. The living room had to be over 20 feet long.
It was long enough to house a grand piano at one end, a sectional couch in the middle,
and a large fireplace at the rear. It was so long that we used to slip on booties that Mrs.
Polak crocheted, run, and slide across the floor. I still think about those days whenever I
slide around on my hardwood in socks.
Lance was nowhere to be seen, which relieved me a little. Lance’s older brother,
Sterling, also fourteen, sat on the hardwood in front of the floor model TV. Gummy and
Libby sat on the long couch behind him, watching a movie called Homegrown. It’s been
over ten years and I’ve seen that movie only twice but I still remember the scene that was
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playing. People were gathering around watching all their pot plants get burned up.
Everything they had worked for; intruders were taking and destroying everything they
owned. Lindy and I sat on the floor with Sterling and pretended to watch Billy Bob
Thornton. We were there maybe ten minutes before I stood up and said, “I have to pee,”
and walked out of the room. I was shaking with fear.
Just around the corner from the living room, inside the front door, there was a
small bathroom under the steps that led upstairs. I didn’t use that bathroom. I went up the
creaky steps to the bathroom upstairs, if they asked me, I would just tell them I wanted to
use the bigger bathroom. I don’t think they cared where I went. They trusted me. I had
been going to their house since elementary school.
Instead of following the banister around toward the bathroom I turned right and
walked down the long hallway toward the west end of the house. The hallway was dark
and humid from the summer heat.
Once in their room, I fumbled through the top drawer, trying to listen for anyone
coming up the steps. Pushing stacks of money and a large bag of pot to the side, neither
of which I even thought about stealing, I spotted the shiny metal. It crinkled when I
picked it up. It was larger than I had expected, about the size of my palm. I held it to my
ear and shook, listening to the paper rattle around inside. This had to be it. I shoved it into
my pocket, closed the drawer, and tiptoed back down the hallway as fast as I could.
I went back to the living room, sat down for a few more minutes and said, “All
right, I have to get going back to my dad’s.” It hadn’t been the most well-thought out
plan. We said our goodbyes and walked out the back door.
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Lindy and I stopped in the alley behind their house and huddled together as I
pulled out the foil and unwrapped it. My fingers worked delicately, shaking but cautious.
Neither of us were ready for what we saw. There in my hand were definitely four squares
of paper, but they were not tiny hits like I had expected. They were entire sheets. What
I’d found in that flimsy metal was about one hundred times the amount I had expected.
Four hundred hits instead of four, at roughly five dollars apiece. I saw the dragonflies
printed on the sheets like Lance had said but these bugs were an inch across, surrounded
by a field of grass. He had left out those key details.
I didn’t know what to do. I told myself I couldn’t just walk back in their house
and tell them I meant to steal something less expensive. I wasn’t exactly thinking about
the consequences; I wanted to keep the acid and would make any excuse to not give it
back. I thought for a second that I could just drop it in the mailbox but that didn’t seem
like a good idea either. What if their parents found it? And if Libby or Gummy found it,
they would surely know it had been me that stole it. Lindy’s reaction was nothing short of
glee. Neither one of us had seen that much acid at one time. I gave Lindy a sheet and kept
the other three. He rode off and I went back to Ron’s. When I got back, I tore a chunk
from one of the corners and ate it right away. Why not? I was already screwed; I might as
well enjoy myself.
Because I had church in the morning, I spent the night praying for sleep. I had
obviously taken too much. But when I closed my eyes all I could see was the devil, red as
hell and glaring at me.
The first thing I did after leaving church the next morning was ride over to my
friend Dustin’s. Dustin was in high school at the time and was the person who first turned
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me on to acid. He seemed like a guru to me, wise beyond his years. Surely he would
know what to do. I went to his parents’ house and stood with him on the front porch. I
pulled the foil from my pocket as I had done in the alley the day before and showed it to
him.
“Where did you get that?” he asked, sweating in the July heat.
“I found it in the street, next to a curb,” I told him. He believed me. I think he
really wanted to believe me. Dustin had dealt with acid for quite some time then, but even
he had not seen so much at one time. Because he was a friend and because he had always
done me right when it came to selling me acid, I gave him a sheet for free. Or maybe it
was because I felt guilty for what I had done. A sort of karmic forgiveness might come
over me if I gave some of the acid away.
Dustin took the sheet and threw a party in the woods on the edge of town, inviting
his friends but trying to keep it a secret. He was always worried about getting busted with
the stuff. We had heard stories of kids getting pulled over with sheets of acid in their cars,
maybe on the way home from a Grateful Dead show, and now they were spending their
lives in prison.
A few days later, my friend Terry, a close friend and neighbor to the Polak’s,
asked me to come over to his house and to bring the acid with me so he could buy some.
Word traveled fast in Bucyrus. We had spent many days getting high in his dad’s garage
attic. Terry wasn’t the most trustworthy of our friends; there had been more than one
occasion that he sold people fake pot. He preyed on the beginners by shorting them or
sometimes just taking their money, but I couldn’t say much; I was a thief. Terry’s dad
used his garage to fix computers as a side job. I met him there. He was sitting in a
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swiveling desk chair, his long blonde hair parted down the center and tucked behind his
ears.
“Can I see it?” he asked. I pulled it out, still in its original tinfoil but crinkled
from all the time it spent in my pocket, and handed it to him. It was a little less than two
sheets.
Then, suddenly, “I have to keep them,” he said.
“Whatever,” I said, a little nervous.
“Sorry, man,” he said, with no sympathy in his voice. “Gummy knows it was you
and just wants it back.” I was devastated. Not only was I a thief, but they knew I had
stolen it. I had betrayed my closest friends and until that point I had allowed myself to
forget that fact. What had I done? I understood why Terry did what he did. He was their
friend; they trusted him. He was doing what he thought was right. As it turns out, Terry
was Libby and Gummy’s go-to guy. He had also recovered what acid Lindy had left and
returned it to them as well, no doubt getting some compensation on the side.
It wasn’t long after this that Dustin asked me to come back to his parents’ house.
We sat on his large front porch and I could see that he was worried. He spoke quietly, as
if someone was listening, and he may have actually believed that someone was listening.
“Hey,” he whispered, looking me directly in the eyes. “People are saying some stuff
about that acid you gave me.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. He didn’t have to answer; I could guess what they
were saying. This was a small town. Word travels fast in a small town, especially when it
involves 2,000 dollars worth of stolen drugs.
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I was trying to think of an explanation. I still didn’t want him to know I stole it; I
didn’t want to be a thief. But our conversation was cut short when I spotted Gummy
turning the corner down the street; riding a 20-inch bike he no doubt took from one of
Libby’s younger brothers, his knees just missing the handlebars with every pedal.
Dustin and I were silent as he pulled up to the front steps. I was shaking with fear.
Gummy was more than twice my size and I didn’t want to think what he could do to me.
My guess now is that he had heard that Dustin had some of the acid and because Terry
didn’t know Dustin, Gummy was just coming to claim what was his. It just so happened
that I was there when he came.
“Hey, what’s up?” I asked with a tremor in my voice. I was trying to stay calm.
Why would he be on that side of town? I rarely saw him leave the house, and certainly
not on a bike.
He ignored my question and asked, “Where is it?” in an oddly calm voice.
“Where’s what?”
“Look, don’t fuck around with me right now. You know what I’m talking about.”
I looked at Dustin and softly told him to go get “it.” Dustin walked in the house and
returned almost immediately with a cassette tape. He had taken apart the tape and hid the
acid inside. Gummy took it from him and rode off without saying another word. Dustin
didn’t ask me anything else; he just went inside. I walked off the porch, deflated.
Terry later told me that Gummy wanted me to pay him for what was missing but I
never did. I gave Terry some money at one point in order to pay the Polaks back. He just
kept it and told no one. There was nothing I could do; who was I to blame someone for
stealing? I couldn’t. Lindy paid them off and before long started going back to their
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house. I didn’t understand it. Here I was, changing my route home from school to keep
from walking in front of their house and here he was, allowed back in such a short period.
Of course, Lindy had just been along for the ride. Lindy hadn’t been a member of the
family; he hadn’t watched Jeopardy with them every night.

Later that year I went to the local grocery store with Terry. I had forgiven him for
taking money from me. That’s how our friends worked. We stole from one another and
forgave one another. Sometimes that forgiveness took longer than other times. Most of us
were guilty in one way or another.
Terry and I were walking down the aisle buying 3-liters and chips when I saw
Gummy walk past the front aisle. In an effort to avoid any encounter, I left Terry inside
and waited out front. Terry came out and told me that Gummy laughed when he asked
where I was and found out I was hiding from him.
“He doesn’t have to hide.”
So we waited outside the automatic doors for Gummy. I was nervous, but I
missed talking to him and I didn’t want to miss my opportunity. He came out and started
talking like nothing had happened. I was quiet as the three of us walked down the alley
behind the UDF and as we neared the Polak’s house Gummy looked at me and said,
“You know, if you had been over eighteen I would have broken your fucking hands.” He
didn’t say it with anger in his voice; it was simply a fact. A statement that was true and
presented as such. I said nothing and he walked to the back door.
I gained a profound respect for Gummy in that short walk. I had to ask myself
what I would have done had I been in his situation. I don’t think I would have been quite
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so calm about things. He could have gone to my mom’s house and told her what
happened, he could have hired someone my age to “break my fucking hands,” which was
standard operating procedure in Bucyrus at that time. He didn’t. Maybe he knew that
what I had done would haunt me for years, as it has. He might have known that was
punishment enough.
There was a time in my early twenties that I thought about this incident a lot. I’ve
only told a few people but most from my hometown are aware of it. I’m sure none of
them think about it as much as I did. To them, it’s a story muddled by many other, more
important stories. Lance and I are still friends. Even though he has forgiven me, this
incident is not something we talk about. The entire family is known to hold a grudge. I
don’t even know where Libby lives now.
A few years back, Lance invited me to his parent’s house to drink with him on his
birthday. It would have been the first time I stepped foot in their house since that day. I
wanted to go, I happened to be in town even. I didn’t go. I wasn’t ready to step back into
that house; the guilt still hanging in my gut. I got closer than I have ever been the night of
Lance’s birthday. It’s obvious to me that they have forgiven me, at least Lance has.
Maybe if I went back we could play Monopoly.
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Two Kicks
That’s all it took for Curtis to break the back driver’s side window. The first kick
his foot bounced right off. The second kick shattered the glass and Curtis stumbled to the
side when the heel of his shoe made it through. The blast hit the neighborhood and
traveled down the quiet street like a sonic boom, traveling through Ty, Curtis, and me.
We were still.
There was no time to be still though. It was after midnight and sure enough the
noise jerked people awake in their houses. That boom had passed through them too.
When the car window shattered, so too had the quiet solitude of night. The halcyon days
were over. The security of their nice small-town street was lost. They would get out of
bed, turn on their porch lights, and peek through their dusty blinds, too afraid at first to go
outside. They would wonder what they had in their cars: a backpack, or that suitcase they
were too lazy to take out of the back seat. And then they would wonder about the things
in those things: the credit cards, the money, the CDs, or the pictures of their kids; the kids
they thought they could raise in this peaceful part of town.
In a moment of panic they would startle, open their eyes, and look to their spouses,
check on their children asleep in the bedroom down the hall, check to make sure the
doors were locked, and then, the panic subsiding for a moment, reach for the phone to
call the police. But the three of us would be gone by then.
They would go to work the next day and ask, “What’s the world coming to?”
They would tell their friends, “People can’t even feel safe in their own homes anymore.”
It was not the first car we’d broken into that night, not by a long shot. But until
this moment we had followed what we had deemed as the chivalrous, unspoken code of
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only stealing from unlocked cars. The moment Curtis broke that window, we had crossed
the threshold between boys will be boys and criminals. But there was no time to stop and
think about what had just happened. The hard fact of the matter was that it had just
happened.
Curtis reached in through the remaining glass and grabbed his prize, cutting his
forearm on the way back out. Blood stained the white on his Grateful Dead shirt. His
prize? A backpack. The first one of the night. Until this point there had only been CD
cases and relatively empty bags full of clothes or tissues, a rather slim night for as many
cars as we had hit.
I’m not sure how it started that night; I’m not sure how it ever started. Curtis
knew a girl who was throwing a party in an apartment behind the old movie theater
across town. The walk was two miles long, leaving plenty of time for one of us—all
drunk—to spot something in an unsuspecting car, check the lock and pop open the door.
It took less than three blocks before we started checking nearly every car on the street. It
must have been Curtis. He was the loose canon. Curtis kicked in windows when no one
else wanted to. He was that type of friend that seemed to blow in and out of your life
before you notice it. When he was there it felt like he had always been there and when he
was gone the absence felt normal, leaving me with a blood-speckled t-shirt.
It’s over ten years later and all of those things are gone. We spent the money, we
smoked the shitty weed, and many years later I threw out that shirt.
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Lilacs in the Dooryard
The routine: Right after Christmas we would make our way to Wal-Mart at the
edge of town, use gift cards to stock up on food, CDs, and other junk and head back to
the Ramsey’s place.
The date: 29 December 2000
The key players: Glen (Ramsey), Ty, and me.
It was the three of us, and two others, who made the trip to Wal-Mart that year.
We found someone to buy us liquor to keep warm for the trek, suited up, and walked the
one and a half miles in the snow.
We shared the money and bought everything as a group, except for a “Best of
John Lennon” CD—that we played into the ground over the next few weeks, especially
“Happy Xmas (War is Over),” with its appropriate timing—that I forced on everyone.
The Ramseys’ house sat on top of a hill at the end of Wiley Street. Three railroad
lines crossed each other in grids 500 feet outside their front door, and then veered off in
different directions over the top of Mansfield Street. Their house was one of those places
teenagers went to do essentially whatever they wanted: smoke pot, get drunk, take any
cocktail of pills and harder substances, and so forth. The parents, Charlie and Debbie,
were loving, but they were also alcoholics with addictions of their own that came and
went over the years. Staying at their house almost guaranteed a restless night. A fight
would break out and a neighbor would call the cops, and people were always awake, it
seemed, at different times of the night.
The Ramseys didn’t have much money then, none of our families did, really. But,
come Christmas, we ate, drank, and smoked like kings, thanks to our annual Wal-Mart

#

54#

#
trip. None of us had a license—none of us had a car—so the fastest way to the strip mall
was to walk east along the train tracks outside the Ramseys’ front door.
X
A cargo train leaves the station at midnight traveling 300 miles at an average of
40 miles an hour. How long before it reaches its destination?
X
The three of us walked the train tracks on our way back, stoned or drunk, 15 or 16,
our breath visible in front of us, our muscles tight from the cold, the soles of our shoes
slipping off the steel.
Near the Ramsey house we spotted a cable, thick as a human thigh, that ran along
the length of the rails. Wouldn’t it be great to see a train run it over, we thought. So we
hoisted it, stiff with winter, over the metal, dragging it back and forth across the rails,
puffs of condensation in front our faces as we laughed, sure this would cause some
damage but sure it wouldn’t.
“This is gonna mess that train up,” someone said.
X
Half of all train collisions occur within five miles of the victim’s home.
X
Once back at the Ramsey house none of us thought about the cable lying on the
tracks. We went about our business, awash in the glow of cheap beer, excess food, and
new albums. We never really thought about the trains. The sound of their whistles had
become common background noise.
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It was three days before New Years, two days before New Years Eve. Of course
we were going to get wild. And we did, singing along to Lennon the entire night, the
snow falling outside, the temperatures dropping.
X
So this is Christmas, and what have you done?
X
I think about what it means to be from the wrong side of the tracks: two places
within a place, antithesis of one another, barriers between people, a clear delineation
between status.
There is a secluded hill that sits on the opposite side of Mansfield Street. In the
springtime I used to sit and read on the quiet patch of grass and feel the breeze. Across
the street I’d watch the trains roll by all day long, waving at conductors as they passed.
I think about sitting on that hill literally across the tracks from the Ramsey house,
how peaceful it was, how isolated and silent. I think about the house across the way, how
full of turmoil, how loud, but how full of community it was.
X
Mansfield Street is part of US Route 30, built in 1913, also known as Lincoln
Highway, also known as the first transcontinental highway across the United States, coast
to coast, marking what would soon be the end of the passenger train.
Lincoln and the train are connected. After Lincoln’s death, his body rode from
DC to Springfield in 1865 on a train, two symbols of freedom bound to one another:
Lincoln after death and the locomotive in its teenage years. Lincoln’s funeral train passed
just 10 miles from where the Ramsey house stands today.
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Whitman wrote the now famous poem about Lincoln, about his death and about
the funeral train.
When Lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d,
And the great star early droop’d in the western sky in the night,
I mourn’d—and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring.
The elegy moves from the ache of loss to acceptance, whatever that may be. The
pain of loss is recursive, even after acceptance. It runs around and around, returning
every spring, stuck on the same track.
X
The phone rang and my mother answered. Holding the corded wall-phone, long
enough to stretch twenty feet, she walked through the living room and called me
downstairs. It was Ty. The police came to his house and questioned him, he said. He
admitted everything. If they came to me, say nothing. What was the sense of both of us
getting in trouble?
X
As unstable as the place was, the Ramsey house was a place of solace, too.
Charlie and Debbie took in anyone who needed a place to go, no questions asked. Debbie
listened to our stories, both good and bad, an open ear, for many the only one. Charlie
gave us positions in the house, to maintain order. After he found out I wrote, he labeled
me the scribe of the house. The scribe took notes, real or imagined, of the days’
occurrences, the eyes and ears of the goings on, of which there were many. It was a
position mostly in title only. It often resulted in things like me writing notes above the
toilet reminding people to hold the handle down when they flushed, but what Charlie and
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Debbie did was give us a sense of belonging when many didn’t have one. And so we felt
like family to one another.
X
We were sleeping off a hangover just a block away when it happened. It was 8:30
a.m. on Saturday, the day before New Years Eve. The city was quiet outside, blanketed in
a fine layer of powdery snow, mostly undisturbed on the holiday weekend. We had slept
through the noise.
Glen’s older brother ran into the bedroom, kicking the wooden door open so hard
it slammed against the wall behind it.
“Get up,” Jason yelled, shaking Ty, asleep on the couch. “Get up,” he yelled again.
“A train derailed.”
Ty rolled over and swatted Jason away.
“Shut the fuck up, dude.”
“I’m serious,” Jason said, his voice hitting a tiny screech, as it often did when he
was excited.
Ty opened his eyes and jumped off the couch.
We were all awake now, sitting up, groggy, processing the moment. We looked at
each other.
The two of them went back and forth, belief and disbelief.

“You’re fucking with me.”
X
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And I with my comrades there in the night.
X
In June of 2014, Charlie Ramsey (Glen’s father) died of cardiac arrest at the age
of 64. Their house had been raided for drugs twice in the previous year. Both times they
were caught selling heroin. He and Glen, father and son, facing years in prison, were
forced to move. They left town. I hadn’t spoken to them in several years. The last time I
went to their house, it was a sad, dark place, changed either over time or through the lens
of adult eyes. When I look up the story of the arrest, I read posts from people on the
police department’s website about removing scum from the city, and my heart aches.
X
Now I think of transience, of the state of the locomotive, the very symbol of
progress, of moving forward, of permanence, metal over metal, fading away ever so
slightly. The train in America is not the presence it once was, mostly used for utility. And
yet there is a lingering romanticism, nostalgia for the days of passenger cars, a revival of
sorts. Romance is: the writer’s residence on an Amtrak train; revival is: talks of highspeed rails being installed from city to city.
X
The Norfolk Southern line, heading west at 8:30 a.m. December 30, 2000,
jackknifed and sent 15 grain-cars, carrying mostly corn, careening off the tracks, two of
which dropped 20 feet off the Mansfield Street bridge, landing on the snow-covered road
below. Luckily, no one was injured.
X
“A Happy New Year. Let’s hope it’s a good one, without any fear.”
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X
Ty told everyone he could, without discretion. As trains dangled off the bridge
two blocks away, he went to a friends house yelling how we dragged a cable over the
tracks the night before.
Zack’s mother had been driving down Mansfield Street that morning. And,
according to Zack, his mother had been very near that bridge. She was nearly hit by one
of those falling train cars.
Maybe his mother had driven under that bridge, maybe. But I didn’t want to
believe it. He was one for the dramatic, after all, always exaggerating, always getting in
fights, making noise. Was it really that close to the time of the crash? What was she
doing driving through town before the plow trucks, at 8:00 in the morning on a Saturday?
But I read news stories now and see that there was a car at the stop light just
before the bridge. And it goes without saying that a train traveling at 30 miles an hour, or
even significantly less due to weather and the fact it is traveling through a city, would no
doubt destroy a vehicle and any one inside, especially if the train came from above.
X
“And so this is Xmas. I hope you have fun.”
X
Once in the living room, I sat on the hard daybed where my mother slept. The two
men towered over me. I was stiff as the mattress as they explained who they were, using
the term “FBI of the Railroad.”
The only thing that kept me from breaking down at that moment was my false
teenage bravado. If they were here, I thought, they had some evidence, but I wasn’t
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arrested. If I had known better, I would have said nothing. But two “R” FBI agents and
my mother staring at me in the poorly lit living room was enough to make me crack.
“I suppose you know why we’re here,” one of the men said.
I did, and if it hadn’t been for Ty’s phone call twenty minutes earlier, I would
have confessed everything on the spot.
Still, I said almost immediately, “Look, I don’t know how someone could derail a
train.”
“Well, it’s easier than you think,” one of them said.
Was it? Maybe it was. What did I know about trains?
They questioned me for a little while longer. Was I there that night? Did I put
anything on the tracks? And so on. I lied.
Ty was in the back of my head the entire time.
As the men left they stopped on the porch to take molds of my bike tires with
some equipment. Send them to the lab, they said. Why would I be dragging my bike
along the hard, snowy ground next to the train tracks? I turned and walked back in the
house without watching them, scared but somewhat confident.
Most likely my mother believed me. It was always the other kids’ fault. Not her
boy.
X
Even after Ty confessed, nothing came of the incident after that day. The official
report is that sub-zero temperatures and the weight of the train caused the rail to fracture
and break. It took the clean up crew less than 24 hours before the tracks were stable
enough to have trains moving through once again. About 50 percent of rail accidents are
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caused by fault in the tracks, a tiny fracture. Nothing more, nothing less. Almost zero
accidents are caused by vandalism.
I lived with the guilt of thinking we caused the accident for years. But, as crazy as
it may sound, I know now we didn’t cause it. I never thought about the details before,
always afraid to admit it to myself. I’ve been reviewing them lately and I see that more
trains had passed in the ten or so hours it had been since we walked the rails, one of them
carrying loaded tanks of hazardous material. They couldn’t have passed over the tracks
and left the cable intact. More important I look at the direction of the train and notice the
direction it was traveling. I see that it was facing the wrong way, north instead of west. It
has worked out to a crazy coincidence and the two gentlemen from the Railroad FBI must
have seen that long ago.
X
Norfolk Southern claims they do not keep data on derailments because most of
the time trains run as expected, without incident. The Federal Railroad Administration
keeps track of deaths and injuries, however. In the year 2000, the same year the train
landed in the middle of the snowy Mansfield Street, 425 people were killed by trains and
1,219 were injured out of 3,500 incidents.
But the chances of dying by train are about 1 in 420,000. That number drops
significantly if you are an actual passenger on the train, which is partially because
nobody rides trains anymore. You have a greater chance of dying from a lighting strike (1
in 136,000).
X
Passing, I leave thee lilac with heart-shaped leaves,
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I leave thee there in the dooryard, blooming, returning with spring
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Eleutheromania
The first time I got drunk was in the abandoned half of the Ramsey’s duplex on
Wiley Street. My friend Sam had the habit of dropping a few gummy worms into his
Coronas and convinced me to do the same. As we sat on the dirty shag carpet in the
empty living room, paint peeling off the wooden windowsills, I pulled back bottle after
bottle. The tart bite of the Mexican beer felt like an old friend right away. At the end of
each bottle I would suck out the last of beer, now sweet and colorful, and bite down on
the gummy worms, saturated in the alcohol. I was fifteen years old. After that day, things
really started to go south for me. For several years after that I drank constantly. Often
there would be months at a time where I drank nearly every day.
I was a bit of a late bloomer as far as alcohol was concerned. My friends had all
been drinking for a couple of years. Just like any drug person who finds the drug of
choice, I always said I wouldn’t drink alcohol. I knew from vague stories through my
family that alcoholism was an issue for the Gallants. A distant uncle had drowned when
he was fishing at a small lake, fell off his boat, and was too drunk to swim. Supposedly
my father was a drunk, too, so that means I’d get it from both sides. I knew that I
shouldn’t mess with the stuff. At that time acid, pot, pills, and the occasional coke
nummie were enough for me. But, as cliché as it sounds, everyone was doing it, and so
eventually I came around to the idea.
The neighbors had recently vacated the other half of the Ramsey house. What
some of us discovered one day while rummaging through the attic was that the door to
the empty half was not locked.
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A typical weekday my sophomore year of high school might look like this: wake
up hungover, at a friend’s house if I’m lucky—mouth sticky and thick with paste—chug
a glass of water, grab whatever I can to eat, and find a way to school a few hours late.
Most of the friends I was drinking with had dropped out by then. Once at school, I’d
often go around asking for change at lunch, a fact that I hate to admit now, trying to be
cute about it but no doubt being annoying, or maybe steal a few meals from the lunch line
and sell them at a discount. For a brief while I sold random pills, mostly downers,
whatever it took.
$7.50. That was the goal. That was the price of a bottle of Rich and Rare, a
Canadian whiskey my friend Gerald and I drank. Every night we’d share a bottle,
wandering through the streets of Bucyrus, going from friend’s house to friend’s house in
the night.
We were free to do whatever we wanted. We were glorifying our situation, I
realize that now, but then it felt like we had things figured out. What teenager doesn’t
want to be able to do whatever they want? What teenager doesn’t lust after that level of
freedom?
I was arrested at least six times between the ages of 15 and 17. It was mostly petty
things, underage consumptions, paraphernalia charges, etc. I once woke up with half of
my body hanging out of the passenger side of a parked car with two cops staring down at
me. Apparently I had blacked out the night before after taking a beer bong and tried to go
out to the car to sleep. When I woke up, my head was on the curb and my legs on the
floorboard.
“Are you all right?” the officer asked me.
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“Yeah,” I said, still not sure what was going on.
The neighbors had seen me hanging out of the car and thought I was in an
accident, even though I was on the passenger side and the car was parked.
The cops called the ambulance to have me checked out. One of the officers had
arrested me at least one time before. He sat in the back of the ambulance with me as the
EMT took my vitals.
“You really have to stop this, man. You know, you are sixteen and could probably
drink me under the table.” It was meant to worry me but gave me something to brag
about to my friends.
The officers told me to go home and to come down to the station later for
questioning. I never went. They never came for me, even though they must have known
where I lived. I don’t know why. Maybe he felt sorry for me.
My first real arrest was before that, six months after I turned fifteen. I had been
hanging out with Robbie at a friend’s house drinking Crown Royal, but since his parents
would be home very early in the morning, I had to go home to sleep. My mom was
already in bed, but my cousin Johnny sat at the desktop computer next to the front door.
Every major piece of furniture in our house was rent-to-own, which meant we
overpaid by thousands on all of those items. The computer was no different. They were
cheap Dells that broke down after several months and had to be replaced.
As I swung it open, the door bounced off the back of the computer chair. I leaned
on the back of the chair. Johnny swiveled to greet me, causing my weight to shift and
send me straight to the floor.
“What are you doing?” he said, laughing.
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“I need my mom’s keys. I’m going to get a cheeseburger,” I said, slurring from
the floor. Hardee’s was less than half a mile away and still open, even though I was a
vegetarian at the time.
“No way. No you are not,” he said, still laughing.
“Come on, man.” I said, “I do it all the time.” That was not true. In fact, I had
driven only once before and nearly put my cousin Mike’s car in a ditch when I tried to
brake while still pressing the accelerator.
Johnny eventually caved and let me take the keys to the minivan.
Even though Hardee’s was so close, it was also directly next to City Hall, where
the police station was. And so I got the idea to take the back way, staying off the big road,
Sandusky Street, for as long as I could. This makes no sense to me now since that route
was considerably longer, at least a mile, and I would still end up underage, driving, drunk,
next to the police station, all for a cheeseburger.
I tried anyway. I drove down Oakwood for four blocks, a little street that runs
next to Oakwood Cemetery, turned right on to Kaler, and drove for four more blocks. I
drove past Norton elementary, where I went to school as a child, when a cop passed me
going the opposite direction. As he passed he flashed his high beams at me. Not being a
driver at the time, I didn’t know that he was giving me the universal signal for “Your
headlights are off and it’s one in the morning.”
So before I got to the end of the street, blue lights were flashing in my mirror.
And that’s how it seemed at the time. What little I can remember are moments in flashes,
as if I was blacking out one second and coherent the next.
The officer was at my window. “You been drinking tonight, son?” he asked.
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Then I was out of the van, trying to walk heel to toe.
At the court trial, the officer read from his report. I said, “Look, I’m drunk. Can
we just stop this?” even though I would later plead innocent in order to get a trial date
extension so I could go to a music festival.
He eventually stuck me in the back of the cop car and took me to the police
station. We drove past Hardee’s on the way.
A week later I was at a friend’s house and told her and her mom about the
incident.
“Oh, my God. That was you? We saw you,” her mother said. “Me and Sarah were
drinking beer on the front porch when I saw your van pull up and turn. I said, ‘Sarah,
look. That’s creepy. That van doesn’t have it’s headlights on.’”
And I was reminded just how small the city was.
After several more arrests, I was sentenced to probation and community
counseling, a racket that generates a lot of money for the county but did essentially no
good for me. Initially the courts assign teenagers a small number of counseling sessions,
complete with random drug screenings. But what happens is that no one gets to leave
after those sessions. The single sessions stop, and you are placed in weekly groupcounseling indefinitely until the group counselor sees fit (most of the time you have
friends already in the group and so no serious counseling can happen). You are forced to
pay for each session out of pocket. Eventually people can’t pay (almost always the teens
in these groups come from the poorest families of the community) or get fed up and stop
going, at which point they must go back to the courts, either starting the process all over
again or getting shipped off to juvenile detention centers, which, from watching my
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friends and cousins go through them, have little to no benefit once kids are let free.
Juvenile detention is basically jail Jr., prepping kids for the big show.
Luckily it never got that far for me, because, as clueless as my mom was at times,
she did love her two kids and cared deeply about our well being, almost to a fault. She
made sure I went to counseling every week, made sure my fines were paid. What makes
this experience even more frustrating to think about is that I was then suffering from yetto-be-diagnosed Obsessive Compulsive Disorder that was at it’s height. I was going to
counseling sessions every week with a debilitating mental illness and nobody noticed. I
sometimes wonder what would be different about my life had someone noticed. What did
work out for me is that to even think about smoking pot or taking pills at that point in my
life was terrifying, and so I passed drug tests with no effort.
Probation officers were supposed to stop in and check on the teens randomly but
never did. So after a month or so of spending the nights at home, I started breaking
curfew and going out once again.
There were certainly times when I should have gotten arrested but didn’t. Once,
while hanging at the Ramsey’s place, I got drunk and took some Xanax. I hated pills like
Xanax. I liked to stay up and taking Xanax while drinking almost certainly ended in a
blackout. It was just spring at the time, the Ohio mornings still cold but the nights warm.
I could feel the rumblings of summer creeping closer all the time. It didn’t help that at the
time I was reading a memoir by Jimmy Buffet, called a Pirate Looks At Fifty. I wanted
his life. I wanted to wake up, fly my plane to a secluded island in the Caribbean, fish for a
while, come home, make margaritas, and spend the night on the beach, barefoot the entire
time.
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I tend to do this. I get fixated on an idea and it starts to take over. There are many
names for it: impulse, lust, greed, addiction. These bouts of lust do not last long, a few
months typically, but the fire burns intensely while lit.
Anyway, I wanted to be Jimmy Buffet. And the irony here is that the title of
Jimmy’s memoir was based off of a song about how he wanted to live the life of a Pirate
but was born too late:

Yes I am a pirate
Two Hundred years too late.
The cannons don’t thunder
There’s nothing to plunder
I’m over forth victim of fate
Arriving too late.

Jimmy wants to be a pirate and I want to be Jimmy. Of course, conveniently, in
my head his life involves a large amount of drinking and little work with lots of praise.

I have been drunk now for over two weeks,
I passed out and I rallied and I sprung a few leaks
But I've got to stop wishin',
Got to go fishin', I'm down to rock bottom again.
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Depressed in a happy way. Weathered and youthful. That’s what I wanted. I knew
how to get it, too. I’d hop on a train and ride it south to the tip of Florida, and somehow
make my way to one of the islands there, living however I wanted. I imagine many
people have ideas in their teens to travel the world or to escape, to live free without rules
of any kind. The difference is that they aren’t also drunk and pumped full of pills that
give them enough lack of sense to go through with the idea.
So there we were, in Jason Ramsey’s tiny room packed full of people, smoking,
drinking, listening to music, playing Mario Kart. Again, the night is there in extremely
brief flashes, but from what I can gather it went like this:
I suddenly stood up and said, “I’m hitchhiking to the Caribbean,” wobbling in
place. Everyone laughed until I grabbed a backpack, stumbled to the bathroom, filled up
a water bottle, grabbed some packs of Ramen and walked out the door. They told me not
too, but no one actually believed I was going.
Once out the door, I picked one of the many train tracks that zigzagged in front of
the Ramsey house that I thought was going south, and started walking along the tracks. I
was right. It was going south, but I had no other plan than that. After a while the booze
started to where off, and suddenly I was tripping along the train tracks with nowhere to
sleep and the temperature was dropping rapidly. I was surrounded by fields and farmland,
the moon giving me the only light I had. It was a moment of quiet beauty compared to
how most of my nights went at the time.
But that wouldn’t last long. I needed to find a place to sleep. I had hoped that a
train would come by slowly and I could just hop on. I have no idea how that would work,
but I had seen it in the movies. A train never came. Then, across a field I saw a
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farmhouse with lights on. It was my only option for sleep. I’d go to these people and ask
to sleep in their barn. They wouldn’t even have to let me in their house. Just a little food
and sleep is all I needed. All I had to do was pretend I did this type of thing all the time. I
was just a hobo, riding the rails.
I walked to their house, which wasn’t really a farmhouse like I had expected, but
more a house on a farm. There was no barn, just an attached two-car garage with a light
on the front, the one I had seen from the tracks. I knocked anyway. A confused elderly
couple answered, confused looks on their faces.
“Hi,” I explained. “I was just wandering through and didn’t have a place to stay. I
was wondering if I could maybe spend the night in your garage. You don’t have to let me
in your house, I just want a warm place to stay,” I explained, trying to talk as confidently
and clearly as possible.
To my surprise they let me in. Well, “in” to an old couch they had in their garage,
what looked to be a spot for their dog to sleep. I sat down and they went inside to get me
some snacks and water. They were gone for what seemed like a very long time before
coming back. They had obviously been talking.
“Where are you from? What are you doing here? Where is your family?” They
asked. I made up lies about not having one, about riding the rails, and other ridiculous
things that I can’t remember.
When I saw blue flashing lights through the garage window, my heart sank. I was
busted yet again. I had made it less than three miles from where I started.
The terrible thing is that I would do this again just a few months later, this time
with my friend, Sam, who, after getting caught up in the excitement of the idea, clipped
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off his court-ordered ankle monitor with a pair of kitchen sheers. We made it a lot further
together, though, an entire town over. We slept in a field, eating cold Chunky’s soup
from a can in the morning. In the cold, sober light of day I reneged on the plan and quit
shortly after a farmer chased after us in a truck for wandering through his woods. Sam
made it back to Bucyrus but eventually got caught by the cops and was shipped off to
military school.

Life would continue like this for several years, me lusting after the idea of
complete freedom, a life without consequence. The funny thing is that I kind of had it but
didn’t appreciate it. To whom was I answering, really? I had no rules that mattered. I got
arrested time and time again, but it didn’t stop me from doing what I wanted for too long.
I went to school whenever I wanted. I don’t know what happened, really. In a weird twist
of good fate, a debilitating mental disorder crept into my life and really stopped any drug
habit from forming for quite a while. I failed my sophomore year of high school from
missing so many days, but I stuck around for that too, ultimately spending a total of five
years in high school just to get enough credits to graduate. But my bouts with the zeal for
freedom were far from over, freedom of the good and freedom from the bad. All of my
arrests happened when I was under the age of 18, so I have no criminal record, due to
luck, my ability to avoid the police as I got older, and because I calmed down, slightly.
Mostly, though, over the years, I was forced to learn control.
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One Action
It was April Fools’ Day, 2011, when I found out Robbie was going to prison. It
was the same day as his trial. I was sitting at my desk in Columbus, Ohio, refreshing the
website of the Telegraph Forum, the Bucyrus newspaper. It started earlier that day when
I happened to notice a comment on Facebook about a friend of a friend getting “four
years in the pen.” I paused and re-read the words “four years.” The girl who posted it still
lived in Bucyrus where Robbie had gone to court. She knew him fairly well. She had to
have been talking about Robbie. It was the first time he had been arrested in his adult life,
and yet he got four years.
Most people I know say he deserves it.
Robbie and I met in seventh grade, after he transferred from the private school in
town. He quickly became one of the most popular people in school. He was able to do
that delicate dance of acceptance between the upper and lower classes of middle school
cliques. He was a good-looking guy and he sold weed. That was the magical combination.
Like most people our age, I thought he was cool and I wanted to be cool like him.
His parents’ house had so much foot traffic; it’s a wonder they never knew he
sold pot. They were loving people and yet they never seemed to know, or didn’t care,
what was going on. It’s possible they stopped really caring in their own way after raising
Robbie’s older brother, a severe coke addict. Their house must have looked spectacular
when it was built; but by the time I first went there, it was literally falling apart. The front
steps were just piles of deteriorated concrete; the wood that was meant to be used to
replace them had been rotting behind the house for ten years. Chunks of plaster were
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missing from every room, of which there were many, exposing the splintered laths
underneath.
Robbie was very popular but I feel like he had few friends that would have been
around if he didn’t have access to weed. By the time we were in high school he was the
source of our age group’s pot needs. People would come to his parents’ house, buy a bag,
perform the unspoken code of smoking a joint with him, and leave. I was one of the few
who stuck around on a regular basis. There were two types of people among our friends:
the ones who always had people over and the ones who were always going to others’
houses. I was the latter. Because I was there, watching the Simpsons, playing pool,
getting stoned, Robbie and I eventually grew to know each other well. I was on a first
name basis with his parents and sometimes even hung out with them in the living room.
They were quiet, especially Bob, who spent the majority of the time either on the couch
in his ripped white underwear or drinking at the local VFW.
Growing up, I never felt much of a bond with my own mother, who was also a
very loving person. She had the misfortune of getting pregnant at an early age and not
having the experience or the money to raise a child. I was able to get away with being out
of the house as long as I told her where I was going, which was often a lie. Bob and
Becky never filled that parental role for me, but I always felt a need to belong and
spending time with them was one of the many ways I was able to find that.
A few years after high school, when my mother lost her house to the bank and
moved into my aunt’s house, I had to find a place to live that I could afford on my parttime warehouse salary. It was Robbie who helped convince his parents to let me rent a
room in the upstairs of their house. It was supposed to be for three months. I lived with
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them for over a year. Robbie and I spent our nights going to local bars and our days
working at a warehouse in town, putting fluorescent GE lamps into paper sleeves. We
started referring to each other as brothers, which was another little way for me to get a
sense of the familial.
It isn’t as if my mother was cold or unaccepting, I think it was simply the fact that
we had no real communication between the two of us. Neither of us were equipped with
the language that families should have. We did the normal things. We said, “I love you,”
before hanging up the phone but we never talked about anything that was going on in our
lives. Many times I had to figure out things about her from other people. Like the time I
found out she got a tattoo when I overheard my aunt and uncle talking about it. I wasn’t
even young at the time. I was at least in my late teens. We just didn’t talk to one another.
In many ways, my friendship with Robbie allowed me to feel like a close friend
while still never having to talk about anything important. We never really discussed
anything about our lives, our feelings or worries in life. It was largely just a friendship of
fun, one without complications. It was easy.
Robbie and I drank more and more as we grew older and cocaine became a big
part of our lives. We would stay up late at night, play video games, do lines, and tiptoe
around his room in case his mother should find out (as nonchalant as she was, she hated
the drug). Our friends could always tell when he was on cocaine. Some people have a
“tell” when doing it, some tic or mannerism. Sometimes it’s the way a person holds his or
her jaw, licks the lips, blinks, scratches, etc. Robbie’s right pinky finger would move
rapidly back and forth, like he was playing a Led Zeppelin guitar solo. It was a running
joke amongst our friends.
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Then there was Xanax. He would get drunk, pop a couple Xanax and forget what
he did that evening. It was funny then, especially because I rarely took them. I didn’t like
to be slowed down. I preferred the energy that coke and, eventually, crack gave me. It
was funny to watch him on pills though. It’s fun to watch your friend come home
completely drunk and stumble all around the kitchen, trying to make a “monster
sandwich” with as many ingredients as he could find, mumbling incomprehensibly to
himself, holding onto the open fridge door like a life preserver.
It was while I was staying with Robbie that I decided to start going to a local
college branch, which allowed me to carry on with my life as it was while making a
minimal attempt to change things. I was reluctant to leave behind the fun, but there were
the times (not often) I would stay home and do homework instead of going out. On these
nights, at around 2:45 a.m., I would hear Robbie slam the front door and stumble up the
narrow stairway, talking to himself. When he got to the top of the steps he would stomp
down the dark hallway in a wobbling two-step from side to side. Tiny pieces of horsehair
plaster would crumble and rattle down inside the walls each time his shoulder hit them. I
would be quiet while he banged on the door, testing the hook and eye lock to its breaking
point. Slurring, he would yell, “Hey. Open up, dude,” then wait for a moment, breathing
heavily through his nose. “Come on man, open up.” I knew if I opened that door I would
be up all night trying to entertain him, listening to who “pissed him off” or how his exgirlfriend was a “bitch.”
The times I did answer I would nod and say, “yeah” or “I know, man” and try to
comprehend the language barrier between drunk speak and sober, while shoving him
back into the hallway so I could close my door.
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Come morning it always appeared that he never remembered talking to me at all.
Taking Xanax and drinking almost always causes blackouts. He didn’t remember, for
instance, the time he came home and cried for five minutes, for what seemed to be no
reason. I’ve never told anyone that story.
The more Xanax he ate, the angrier he got. Suddenly he was the belligerent guy
who drinks too much and wants to fight. That was Robbie. I always thought he was a nice
guy though. Normally we would sit with friends at the V.F.W. down the street, drink too
much, laugh for a while, listen to Bob Segar on the jukebox and stumble home. But
Robbie was changing. It started happening more often. His eyes would begin to droop,
his words would slur, long drawn out S’s. He would forget what he was doing. “Let’s
play some pool,” he would say, practically yelling, with one eye open, clutching the side
of the bar and swaying back and forth.
“Dude, were leaving.” I would say, “You’ve already got your coat on.”
He would repeatedly yell, “What,” causing people sitting at the bar to wince.
Sometimes Robin, the mannered bartender, would cut him off. “Mr. Robbie,” (she
called everyone Mr. which seemed weird to me until I later moved to the south where
everyone does it.) “Mr. Robbie, you’ve had too much.”
I would spend five minutes explaining to him that we were leaving, trying the
whole time to get him to the door. Then he might get overly angry with someone who
was “looking at him the wrong way.” My friends and I cringed when he wanted to get in
a fight for reasons we couldn’t understand, and we’d just say, “Looks like somebody got
hold of some Xanax.”
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We laughed, with a little tsk tsk in our voices, when we heard someone broke into
the gas station across the street from Robbie’s and when he woke up the next morning,
with glass in his hands, spools of lottery tickets, broken cigars, and rolls of dimes littered
all over the table in his room. Again, with no recollection of the night before.
While Robbie was having his own quarter-life crisis, I wasn’t doing much better.
It was early 2007 and my proclivity for coke had turned into a love for crack. Most of my
friends weren’t aware of my habit because, as much as I didn’t think it to be such a
terrible thing, they would have disagreed. As with many rural Midwest towns, crack was
an epidemic in Bucyrus and it was easy to obtain. I never told Robbie because I heard
him talk about how it was a stupid drug and that he would kick the ass of any of his
friends who were on it. Everyone has his limits. When I did tell some friends of mine,
they were heartbroken. One of them threatened, in tears, to end our friendship if I ever
did it again. I did it regardless, because that’s what a drug person does. I knew she was
most likely bluffing anyway. It took awhile but she forgave me. In fact, she was one of
the people who convinced me to move to Columbus in order to escape Bucyrus.
I moved out of Robbie’s parents’ house and drove down to Columbus, about an
hour south. Over the next three years we didn’t see each other too often. When I left,
there was the usual hugging and talks about seeing each other all the time, and how we
would stay in touch. But our friendship had few lasting ties. Whenever I went back to
town, I made sure to call him and meet up, to say hi to his parents, etc. He visited me less
often because neither of us had a car and we grew to have separate lives. The last time he
visited me, he took some Xanax and threw a brick through the kitchen window of my
neighbor’s house for reasons no one knows. We found out the next morning. Our
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neighbor must have figured it was someone from my house but could never have proved
it. I felt terrible, especially when she stopped talking to us. Whenever I saw here on her
porch I would try to wave but she never acknowledged me after that.
I looked the other way in these times because Robbie was like a brother to me,
and it’s easy to let family do things to us we wouldn’t let other people do. Also, dealing
with people who have drug addictions is not the same as dealing with a person who is
sober. An addiction changes a person. When dealing with addicts, one forgives very
quickly. A person who understands addiction forgives quickly when he has had
thousands of dollars stolen from him by an addict (this was another friend) because that
person understands, had drugs not been involved, these things wouldn’t have happened.
Addicts have to change on their own, they have to have a reason to change, and no one
will do that for them. However, there are times when I believe this and times when I
don’t. Sometimes I feel this is just therapy talk. The words we hear over and over and
eventually start to repeat to ourselves, without full knowledge of what they mean. I think
of them now and wonder if this isn’t something I just tell myself to not feel partially
responsible for where Robbie ended up. He made his own decisions, but I felt for a long
time that I could have helped to stop him from making them and I didn’t. I could have
talked to him, at least.
Not long after I moved to Columbus, I heard through friends that Robbie’s
girlfriend was pregnant with what would be his son, Drew. This was good news I thought,
having Drew was perhaps the best thing that could have happened to him, even if he
wasn’t prepared for a child. He would straighten up, I thought. He would stop this
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pointless life he was leading. He had something on which to focus all his energy. I was
right, for a while. After Drew was born, Robbie and Drew’s mother separated.
My girlfriend Lee and I went back to Bucyrus for a few days during the summer
of 2010, over two years after Drew’s birth. We met Robbie at Lee’s cousin’s house to
have a campfire, drink, and catch up. Robbie’s new girlfriend, Shawna, was there. She
was a few years younger than Robbie. She had a son, too, older than Drew. She gushed
over how in love she and Robbie were. He was all she talked about that night. They
seemed to go well together. He always acted best when he had someone to ground him,
and it looked as though Shawna would do that. He seemed to be genuinely happy, which
I hadn’t seen since before the Xanax.
I visited Bucyrus more often that summer than I normally did. Shawna felt like a
natural addition to our small group of friends, fitting right in at the barstool between
Robbie and I. But the more I went back, the more I saw Robbie starting to change again. I
started seeing the slurring, too messed up to walk version of Robbie emerge; the version
that wanted to get into a fight with someone every time we went out. I knew that this
couldn’t only be happening on the nights I saw him, either.
On January 8th, 2011, and I got a text from Shawna. I was at my apartment in
Columbus when I opened a picture she sent of her face, black and blue, swollen in a neck
brace. I could see the pale blue sheet on the hospital bed behind her. It read, “Just leaving
Riverside.” Which meant that her injuries were so bad, the hospital in Bucyrus had flown
her to Columbus. The night before, she and Robbie had gone out to the bar and drank too
much tequila. Somehow—neither of them can remember—when they got back to
Shawna’s apartment a fight broke out; he broke her nose and collarbone. Immediately,
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Lee came to mind. In her mid twenties she had a boyfriend who broke her arm while he
was drunk.
Shawna said she couldn’t believe it, that she couldn’t really remember what
happened and that Robbie was sitting in jail. She didn’t need to tell me they had been
taking Xanax; I later found out that she had a prescription that they both took regularly.
So much for grounding.
It was March 11th and I was packing to move out of my apartment when I got the
letter from the Crawford County jail. It read “day 59,” underlined three times. Until that
day, I had been able to occupy myself with the everyday of life: apartment hunting,
school, work, etc. I kept Robbie out of my mind. Now he was back. He was awaiting trial.
He said his lawyer was confident that she could argue his crime down to a lesser one,
maybe even from a felony to a misdemeanor. She told him there would be only a few
months in prison or even no time at all, just probation.
He said that Shawna had started arguing with him that night and wouldn’t let him
leave, “If she would have just let me leave like I was trying instead of blocking the door
arguing and provoking me. Still not an excuse though.” Of course it wasn’t an excuse.
There was no excuse. Now I take his words to mean something other than an excuse. I
read them as a newly sober person saying, if Shawna had only let drug addled Robbie
leave, he wouldn’t have hit her.
April Fools’ Day, his trial over, Robbie is going to prison for four years. I read
over his letter again and again, I read how he doesn’t “wanna see Drew grow up locked
up” and think that he might.
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My first desire is to forgive him. Then I think about what he did. This isn’t
something he can take back; this isn’t stealing some dime rolls or breaking a window.
This is something that can’t be replaced. Then again, how quickly we can change our
opinions. Now I’m faced with something that is not so easy. I’ve heard some of his other
friends say “good” when they find out he’s going to prison. I can’t say that, though. I feel
like I should say that, and I would say that if it were someone else, someone I didn’t
know. I also see other friends writing him letters, even my sister going to see him in jail. I
couldn’t do that either. I look back now and wonder if I had any right to really forgive
him for anything. Forgive him for what, for getting into a domestic fight? Why is that my
business? He was on drugs, and that is his fault, and so it’s his fault.
Not long after his trial, my sister went to see him for visitation before he was
shipped to the Lorain, Ohio, Correctional Institution and he kept asking for me to write
him back, she told me. I didn’t. It wasn’t that easy. What would I say? I asked myself
again and again and had no answer. Things became even more complicated when I asked
Lee and she said that I should write him. Even she understood that things weren’t cut and
dry, after what she’d been through. Now what? I asked myself, reading the letter, looking
at his mug shot on the prison website. This happened to Lee so long ago and yet she still
didn’t like to talk about it. Will that happen to Shawna? I wondered.
In the first couple of weeks while Robbie was awaiting trial, Shawna would text
me and say that she still loved him. Somehow I never believed she ever loved him. That
either of them loved the other was unbelievable. Knowing the facts, it felt to me like they
only used each other for drugs. Then I told myself that wasn’t Robbie, that was alcohol,
that was Xanax, but still I wasn’t convinced.
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Friendship is difficult to explain. And I’m sure that if I was someone who didn’t
know Robbie I would be quick to judge him, as I have judged others in the past. If I were
looking at a person in my situation, I would be quick to judge too. I would say how I
couldn’t understand why anyone would be friends with such a horrible individual.
But the truth is people aren’t that easy to nail down. We try so often to put people
in their little categories. This person is a friend, that person is an enemy, that person is a
mother, a brother, a liar, a thief. This works for us, until we come across a situation that
disrupts these meticulously planned categories and are forced to re-evaluate. No one
person is all good or all bad, and even though we are aware of this, we still expect people
to behave a certain way. We expect the people closest to us to be good people. We are
surprised when a good person does something bad and vice versa. Even though we are
aware that people are complex, we are surprised when an ex-convict, for example, turns
his or her life around and goes on to preach the gospel or help inner city children. Now
that I think about it, Robbie will be an ex-convict. That’s the category he will go into.
We expect good people to be good and bad people to be bad, which makes it
easy for us to say, “Well, of course, I knew he was a bad guy,” when they do something
bad. More often than not, the people we call “good” people are just people whose bad
deeds aren’t bad enough for us to not forgive them. I don’t know of one person who
hasn’t wronged me, or me them, in some way or another. Robbie’s actions were more
extreme, but I still wonder if he is just a “good” person who has done a bad thing.
I think about times when I’ve betrayed those around me, when I’ve hurt the ones I
care about the most, like when I stole the acid from the Polaks. I think about how those
friends trusted me, let me in their house, and I betrayed them. There is no sufficient
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excuse. I can’t even say I was high at the time because I wasn’t. No matter what excuse I
give, it doesn’t change the fact that I did it. I think about that day. I think of how those
friends forgave me. They said they wanted to break my hands, but that was the end of it.
They forgave me and carried on. I still talk to them.
The news of my deeds spread across Bucyrus like cancer. Everybody knew I was
a thief and often wouldn’t even let me in their homes. And I think about Robbie. He
knew. He knew and he didn’t care. He let me in his house (to buy acid no less) and while
everyone called me “sticky fingers,” or the less inventive, “guy who stole the acid,”
Robbie ignored them and let me in anyway. I don’t know why and I’ve never asked him.
He didn’t seem to care at all. He trusted me even though he barely knew me then. It’s
possible he realized that a weighty reputation, one that relies on judgments about a person
you don’t know, is often wrong. It’s possible he knew that people are often mislabeled,
that they should be given a second chance, or it’s possible he just wanted to make some
money. Either way, he was able to look past one action in my life, and attempt to forget
about what I had done.
I didn’t find it so easy. I hated what he did. I still tried to say that he was not a
“bad” guy. I wanted a reason to point to in order to forgive him, to allow me to be his
friend, even after he did something so horrible. I saw how Shawna’s older brother—a
man notorious in our hometown for having a short temper—said that he understood that
Robbie was on drugs and that he had forgiven him and even hoped Robbie got better. I
wanted to take that knowledge and say, See, if he can do it, so can I. I didn’t though.
Maybe it’s because of Lee, because I saw the effects of what something like this can do.
On the other hand, I thought, maybe if I would have seen the signs of his addiction and
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paid attention to them, I could have helped to prevent it. In a way, maybe I had failed
Robbie as a brother just as much as he has failed me as the person I thought he was.
I wrote him one letter. I didn’t tell him that what he did was wrong. There was no
point in writing that; he knew those things. I couldn’t completely forget about him but I
could carry on with my life, allowing myself to forget that he sat in a prison cell. It was
hard though, I’m sure, for him, who had nothing to do but think, nothing to do but wait
everyday for a letter from a friend. He had to wait, counting days, hours, to see if one
action in his life will have given me a reason to forget about him for the rest of mine.
He’s out now, living back home. He stayed clean for a little while and I went to
visit him. He eventually started partying again, doing the same things, got arrested again
for arguing with Shawna. But they seem to have found some reasonable ground now.
They rent a house now. They have another kid on the way. He recently proposed. We’ve
drifted apart so much that I don’t even talk to him any more. That’s what time does; it
irons out the wrinkles, one way or another.

#

86#

#
22
Anarchist Donny combed down his Mohawk and wore khakis when he worked in
the office of a small landscaping business his dad owned but Donny called himself an
anarchist anyway because he used the office laser printer to print off copies of books
about Emma Goldman and because he had friends who died hopping train cars but all of
that was before I met him when I was dating Anna the girl who got naked on a popular
website for money and when Anna and I were on our first date we went to Donny’s and
had sex in front of him but this was the second time and we were getting drunk while she
and her friend snorted Adderall in the bedroom when I asked for one she told me there
might not be enough for her so I went to lie down on Donny’s recliner while she
harnessed her energy to clean his bathroom scrubbing the toilet and sweeping up piles of
pubic hair with her bare hands for 2 hours until she came back in the room where I asked
her to promise me that I was the only one but she couldn’t believe I would say something
like that so I went to sleep only to wake up later with her sleeping against me as her heart
beat so hard I could see it moving under the skin on her chest and I thought maybe I love
her.
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The Body
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A Primer with Possible Triggers
There are rituals I perform when I think my body has been contaminated. I check
my hands. Arm outstretched, fingers splayed, I check them for abnormalities. If they are
normal, then I am normal. If they are shrinking, then I am contaminated. I lift the toilet
seat. One, two, three times before sitting down. Are there cockroaches trying to burrow
into my body? These are symptoms of my sickness. The capital C Compulsion to my
capital O Obsession, the struggle with which I have lived for nearly 15 years. This is
called ritual checking. This is what someone with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder does.
There is much to cover, but to move forward we must first get some things in
order. Most people think they know what Obsessive Compulsive Disorder is but they
usually don’t. I do not count ceiling tiles, arrange my closet in color-coordinated patterns,
or have neatly ordered bookshelves, nor would I be good at organizing your filing system.
I am what most would probably call messy. And people with order-related OCD would
probably slap you if you asked them to clean/order something for you. This is the OCD
made famous in movies and television, the functional, quirky, almost desirable disease.
But there is a reality missed in this portrayal, an abandon, an overwhelming fear that has
lead some with the disorder to suicide. It is not fun. It is not desirable.
Perhaps you know the hand washing or the counting. People have to count things,
and if they don’t, something horrible will happen to them or someone they love; or they
wash their hands hundreds of times a day because they believe they have been somehow
dirtied. This is obsession. The fear that is inescapable, every second of which is torture.
This is reality. The locked in your house, afraid to eat, afraid to move, reality.
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OCD is also about rituals, something people must perform to grant themselves
some reprieve, some reassurance, albeit brief, from intrusive thoughts. I have my rituals,
although they are now under control. This does not mean I’m cured—there is no real
cure—I have merely learned to control them, the best possible scenario someone with
OCD could hope for: control.

Control. I’m at a lunch table in high school, staring at my food. The over-cooked
chicken patty has a discolored spot on it. I won’t eat lunch again today. I will drop at least
twenty pounds this year. A friend across the table offers me a piece of Winterfresh gum. I
shake my head no. Gum is the worst, a strong trigger. It will be years before I can even
think of chewing it, and even then I won’t feel comfortable. Of course I don’t know what
is wrong with me. My friends don’t know anything is wrong with me.

My main irrational fear is that I’ll be contaminated with the drug Lysergic Acid
Diethylamide, LSD, acid.
Take it in.
Contamination is a common fear with OCD. This is where I fall on the spectrum.
And explaining symptoms is never easy for anyone with the disorder. We are very aware
of how ridiculous it all sounds. And if we could stop it, believe me, we would. For me, it
started around the age of fifteen, which is normal. (Perhaps normal is a poor choice of
words. Lets say usual. This is the usual age range when symptoms appear.)
Contamination comes in many forms. Some fear mold, bacteria, disease, and
some, like me, fear a drug. And contamination can happen in many ways. For me, it
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could be in something I’ve ingested, i.e. drink, food, gum, etc. or in something I
encounter—a doorknob, a shopping cart, and even, at my worst, raindrops. It can be
triggered if someone mentions the wrong word. If someone says, hey that looks “trippy,”
or crazy, or wild, or any other word my brain wants to find as a trigger at that particular
moment, it instantly sends me into the fear that I have somehow been poisoned with acid.
It can come about by just watching someone on drugs on television, or touching a picture
of drugs. Will it seep into my pores?
You probably find this strange. This guy took too many drugs, you’re thinking.
Well here is something: I am not the only person with this exact fear, these exact
symptoms. There are others, one of them even wrote a book about his personal account.
Google the words, “OCD, food, drugged.” And here is something else: taking drugs is not
a prerequisite. Fear of contamination of acid is a specific obsession, regardless of whether
or not you have taken the drug before. Wild.
It wasn’t until years after I had this disorder managed that I learned I even had a
problem. Suffering from a mental disorder is not the same as having a sickness with
easily recognizable symptoms. If my throat hurts, I’m sneezing, coughing, and fatigued,
my brain tells me I am probably sick. But when that sickness is in my brain, the brain
fails to see it, because my brain is the thing functioning abnormally. I can tell myself over
and over that this is merely a mental tic, that I am in control of my thoughts, that these
are not rational thoughts, that what I’m experiencing is all imaginary, but the fear is no
less real. The Fear stays. It encompasses me, eats me whole.
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Eats. I’m standing in line at a restaurant with my girlfriend. It has an open-ceiling
design, exposing the rafters and ducts. I’ve been stressed lately, with a move across two
states and starting a graduate degree. I’ve been having attacks too, the first ones in a long
time. The place looks clean, though. I can see them making my BLT. I’m safe. It’s hot
outside and the large air-conditioner is humming above our heads. A small drop of
condensation falls from the condenser and lands directly on my right shoulder. I was not
expecting this. I was not prepared. Why am I wet? What is in this liquid? I’m
contaminated. I will spend the next hour (if I’m lucky) checking and rechecking my body
for signs of contamination. It is difficult to listen to her, it is difficult to think, to focus on
anything but that liquid, now dried, on my right shoulder. This is a good day though. I am
stronger than I used to be. I am, since confronting the issue, even able to talk to her about
it. I can tell her that I am about to go into a panic attack, that normally I would have been
done for the whole day. I would be asking her for reassurance that I am not on drugs.
That little drop of water would have kept me isolated from the world for the rest of the
day, sending me spiraling further into fear and desperation as the day went on.

The attacks feel like delusions, like paranoid schizophrenia. Finding out other
people had the same symptoms was a relief I can’t describe. One day, while curious and
mentally healthy enough, I started Googling. It sounds crazy but I had never thought to
see if others felt the same way. I had always just assumed that they the bouts were caused
by the heavy amounts of drugs I had done as a teenager.
I stumbled across an anxiety forum where a young girl described her symptoms.
They were the same as mine. She was in the throes of it, though, rapidly losing weight. I
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reached out to her, told her it was going to be okay. She never responded. Even so, it was
the motivation I needed to confront my issue. I had taken a step towards something. A
burden would slowly be removed.
It wasn’t always easy. Sometimes, just by doing research, I find myself sweating,
slightly panicked. Because with a mental disorder, it can all come rushing back at any
second, without warning, even after years of control. The worst part is that moment when
you start to panic. My lips tingle and my palms sweat; were I not stronger mentally, I
could interpret these symptoms not as signs of nerves, but rather that I have been
contaminated. Was it the coffee from Starbucks, something at the bookstore, the gas
pump, the door handle, the opened juice in the refrigerator? Never drink or eat anything
that has been opened, even if you know who opened it. Or perhaps something I can’t
remember encountering. Any slight change in my body is a sign. My mouth tastes
slightly different, my arms seem just a little longer, has my head always felt this big, my
tongue this small? Check my hands. This works, for a few seconds. I could spend my
entire day doing this. But I’m stronger now. I don’t allow myself to check. I keep myself
from even starting up that hill. I am Sisyphus, but with the option to push the rock.
The fact is I did take a lot of acid as a teenager. But I don’t think this caused my
fears. It was merely the catalyst that provided my fears to manifest. The disorder was
already there, dormant. It only needed something to allow it to surface. It could have been
anything. And this is often the age when it does surface, the teenage years. I went to
another online forum, this one specifically associated with OCD, asking questions about
people’s stories. One person told me of his obsession, beginning around the same age,
with lizards infiltrating his house:
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I was 15 when it all started. Where I live, house lizards are very common. These
lizards shit in insignificant, dark and damp corners of my house and I would spare
no second thought to it. Until, I started noticing the poo in significant places of
my house (water drum, bed, kitchen utensils). And then I got batshit crazy.
Washing myself and other things for hours. Asking my family members also to
wash their hands when they touched these things. Refusing to eat whatever was
cooked in above said utensils. Fighting with my mom over this. She refused to
believe anything shit on utensils and said that I was just making it all up (even
after showing it to her). I also started making a mental note of things not to ever
touch (that list just goes on and on). And to this day, I don't touch those things or
sleep in that bed even though it's been 6 years.

Lizards are another common trigger.
To the uninitiated, this all must sound ludicrous and irrational. I agree. The
problem is that being aware of the irrationality is part of OCD. We know it is irrational,
but that does not fix the issue. It is difficult to accurately provide the proper weight of the
disorder to anyone. Often the reaction is to joke about it. People want to know why I
can’t have the OCD where I have to clean all the time so the house would be tidy. You
can see it in people’s eyes They don’t fully understand the debilitating anxiety that comes
with such a disorder. They want to know why I don’t have any other symptoms. They
want to know why they can’t see my disorder. Because I’m good at hiding it. I have to
function. I would react the same way if someone told me all of this. I don’t think I would
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even believe me. OCD is scrubbing things and checking locks, or something like that. I
don’t know what it is exactly, but it isn’t this.

It can also be washing hands and checking the locks. These are the rituals that
attempt to control the obsessions. However, this is where the uninitiated get confused. If
you are afraid of germs and therefore wash your hands, that is not necessarily a bad thing.
In fact, that fear of germs has kept us a healthy society. It is in the extremes that we find
the distinction between neat and obsessed. The washing until you bleed because you
know that you have been contaminated, you know that something horrible will happen,
that your family will all be sent to hell for eternity if you don’t flip that switch three more
times. It is a disorder that is so debilitating that people lose their jobs, families, and
homes because of it. It’s not the fact that you like your coffee mugs ordered in a certain
way because it looks good. It’s hating the fact that you have to order something, hating
that if you don’t order those mugs, or straighten your sheets, you are paralyzed, you can’t
breathe, can’t think, can’t sleep.

Paralyzed. I’m a teenager, sixteen maybe. The beginning of my dark period. The
first time I am left paralyzed by the fear. I find a box of mints, opened, on the ground and
eat one (the person I am now finds this nearly unimaginable). What triggers the intrusive
thoughts, I don’t know. But they come. This is the first time they are this strong. I’m sure
the mints have been laced. I begin checking my hands. I’m sitting in my room, drenched
in sweat, dissecting each oval mint, which happen to have some sort of minty crystals on
the inside. I will never find the source in these damn things. I’m in the bathroom,
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clenching the toilet for what is at least three hours. I chug milk from the gallon jug (I
believed that milk dulled the effects of acid) until I throw up, until there is nothing left.
I’m trying to explain to my mother what is going on. I can’t function. I’ve been poisoned.
I know it. Check. Ask for reassurance. Everything’s okay. Right?

So why the hands? When I was on LSD, my extremities always appeared smaller,
my hands and feet always looked smaller to me. My rationalization: here is any easy way
to check. If the backs of my hands seem normal, then I am normal, but, when things are
bad, It looks like I’m extending my arm to check my fingernails constantly. It looks like a
tic, harmless. And as far as checking and reassurances go, I think I lucked out. I can joke
with people to reassure myself that no one slipped us drugs. And my physical
manifestations are easy to hide. I can check, and not let anyone know about it. There is an
innate flaw in this logic however, because I am relying on my malfunctioning brain to tell
me that my brain is not malfunctioning. When I say I know something like the back of
my hand, I mean it.

Hoarding is another form of OCD. And hoarding has been brought to the forefront
of our culture, which I take as a good thing, even if it comes from society’s less-thanadmirable predilection toward voyeurism. There are closeted hoarders in my family. I
have an aunt who won’t let people in her house, which began to sink into its foundation,
literally full of rotting food, trash, mail-order trinkets, and dirty bathroom things. This
happened so much that she and her husband had to move out of that building and into a
new one they bought and placed on their property. The same has already begun to happen
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to the new place. The question is whether or not this is genetic or learned. Am I
predisposed to such thoughts or did they just happen? Either way, they are here.
It is a little ironic that I am not normally an orderly person. I get overwhelmed at
even the smallest task of attempting to order something. Cleaning is overwhelming;
laundry is a chore, in the deepest sense of the word. Even ordering this essay has become
quite difficult for me. But these are natural reactions. A difficultly with my disorder is
trying to determine what is normal or rational. How much should I care about something?
Where does one cross the line between concern and obsession?
Now that OCD has risen to fame in popular culture (believe it or not, the
television show Monk was on in the background when I wrote part of this essay), people
get very upset over what they call a lack of respect for the condition. When they hear
someone complain about his “OCD” when he likes his showerhead to be clean, or
annoyed when her green beans touch her steak, this frustrates true sufferers because a
person does not know obsession until he is so full of fear that the water is contaminated,
that he cannot bring himself to take a shower. Or she loses twenty pounds because she is
afraid to eat the food. Its almost like saying, “I want to be addicted to heroin for the rest
of my life so I can lose weight.”
I don’t care if people say these things.
I admit, it annoyed me in the past, but only in the “You don’t understand what
you are saying,” “no you’re not ‘so OCD;’ What does that even mean,” sense. But I’ve
learned to get over it, to let go.
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A typical attack for me: something triggers the intrusive thoughts. I get that
“feeling.” I start to tremble. My heart rate elevates. This is panic. I check my hands,
nothing yet. It doesn’t work. The fear is still present. I check them again. They seem fine
but my body does not. Keep doing it. LSD can take anywhere up to an hour to kick in. So
I check for the next hour. Just to be safe. If someone is around, I find a way to ask for
reassurance. Did you just say that this movie would look good on acid? Yeah, but we
aren’t on acid though. Right? Make a joke, don’t let them know you really want to know
if this popcorn is laced. Go outside for a smoke. But this cigarette is making you
lightheaded. They must have been contaminated, throw the pack away and suffer for the
next hour.
I no longer do these things. I feel that panic creep up for a minute and then I’m
able to control it, able to say that those thoughts are only a factor of my disorder. The
phrase used in counseling is “It’s not me, it’s my OCD.” This is an apt description. Learn
to control the disorder and it eventually becomes a ghost. Like an enemy you pass in the
hallway at work, exchange knowing glances and move on. OCD is for life. I will never
completely rid myself of these thoughts, I can only learn to control them. Something that
only took me ten years to do.
I’m reminded of a story a 17-year-old girl told me by way of explaining how
OCD works:
If I touch something with my left hand, I have to touch it with my right, and then
my right again, and then my left. It goes like this:
0 is right, 1 is left.
0110
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1001
1001
0110
1001
0110
0110
1001
and so on…
In addition, I tend to wash my hands a lot. Whether I've touched something, regardless of
its dirtiness, I feel the need to wash my hands. It used to be a lot worse and my hands
would bleed and crack.
Her symptoms have dissipated after some trials with the proper medication.
Overcoming such a problem is not easy. There are therapists who say that it can
be fixed without medication. But I don’t know if that’s true for all people with the
condition. I was able to do so by slowly exposing myself to possible triggers. I later
found out that this is a main treatment method for OCD called exposure therapy. But it
doesn’t always work. I used to tell myself that no one would waste their drugs on me,
why would they spend the money, and other rationalizations, all rational thoughts at the
time but not really getting to the heart of the issue. I had to learn to stop it at the source.
Some people have more anxiety when they get the diagnosis and therapy. For some, only
medicine works. Who am I to say not to take something if it alleviates your pain, if it
stops you from suicidal thoughts? I was in the unfortunate situation that taking anything
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that altered my thought process was far beyond imaginable. I’ve only in the last two years
discovered the wonders of Ibuprofen. I’m joking, but only in the slightest sense.
I had to accept that these thoughts would be with me at all times. That I will
always have to hesitate an extra moment before leaving my open beer on the table when I
go to the bathroom, or bite into that sandwich I didn’t see the deli prepare. All my rituals.
I have to carry this fear with me, and at this point I think I would feel partially empty if it
was completely gone. It has become such a part of my life. It is part of my identity now.
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The Liquid Body
I have no words as she runs her hands across my naked abdomen, only jolts and
grunts. I’m lying on my back, and my leg involuntarily kicks the air as she grazes my
side. I have given myself entirely to her, vulnerable and trusting.
“Did that hurt?” she asks, responding to the jolt. She knows what she is doing.
“No,” I say, my body shifting. “I’m just sensitive.”
Her hands continue to explore. She’s not making eye contact with me, just feeling.
“Is it under your rib, or is it your stomach?” she asks, feeling with both hands now.
My stomach feels doughy. She pushes on my body with her wrinkly hands in order to
feel my organs. With each firm, exploratory press they become individuals--the liver, the
stomach, the spleen, the pancreas—singled out to see who is not working properly. I feel
them as she does.
Her eyes fixate on the ceiling, and one more time she runs her hands down my
body.
The pain comes from under my right rib, but she feels nothing out of the ordinary.
The lights buzz overhead as I put on my shirt and sit up. The tissue paper that covers the
padded bed rustles beneath me.

The body is an organ. The body is an organism. The body is an object. The body
is a tool. The body is a machine. The body is breakable.

I had pinworms once, as a young child. Kids get them, scratch, pick up the eggs
under their fingernails, and then pass them along. You swallow an egg and it hatches
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inside of you, having passed through the digestive tract. When an egg hatches, the worms
feed on your lower intestine. Then at night they slither out of your anus while you’re
asleep, lay their eggs along your perineum, and cause you to itch violently. And the cycle
begins again.
When I discovered them, my mother rushed me to the emergency room. Suddenly
I was in a paper gown, doing downward facing dog on an examining table. The doctor
spread my cheeks with his thin, rubber gloves and prodded silently. He called in four
women nurses-in-training so they could see what a case of pinworms looked like.
The tiny creatures were there, feasting on my intestinal tract, parasites of the body,
invisibly altering me. But they are easily detected. They are found, and then eradicated
with a few pills. In no time, the body is healed.

Dustin and Kari lived two blocks down the road from my childhood home. As a
teenager I stayed at their house night after night, drinking until the early morning hours.
Dustin was short, but he had a large beer gut from his excessive drinking. At 19 he was
diagnosed with Pancreatitis, an illness, often cause by heavy drinking, that can kill. You
have to stop drinking, the doctor told him. Kari’s father had died of the disease years
earlier. She begged Dustin to stop, but he didn’t listen.
Their house was chaotic at best. Dustin would often have too much to drink, run
into the bedroom and come back two minutes later waving a .22 pistol in his hand. He
would hold it to his head and threaten to kill himself, or point it at someone in the house
and force them to leave. You never knew who would be the target.
Meanwhile, Kari and Dustin continued to self-medicate until Dustin eventually
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went to prison for felonious assault and beating Kari during a drunken fight. He was
forced to quit drinking. Prison saved his life, and no doubt kept his body alive.

I’m sitting now, my shirt back on, the lights still buzzing over my head, the paper
still rustling as I move.
“How much is a lot?” the doctor asks, after I tell her how much I’ve been drinking
lately.
“I don’t know,” I say. I have been drinking a lot, I tell her, but that is not always
the case. I’m compelled to lie, because I know I am drinking too much. But admitting
such a fault to a complete stranger is a humbling thing, even as my body might be failing
me.
“Lately, I’m up to about half a fifth every other day or so,” I tell her. There’s a
pause, and I can’t tell if she is judging me or if it’s a projection of my guilt.
After a moment she says, “You’re the first person I’ve ever treated that has given
me an honest answer.”
She’s happy for the truth. “Well it’s most likely either your gallbladder or your
pancreas,” she says.
Since I’m in grad school with no insurance I’m at the university urgent care, and
there is little she can do for me, except refer me to someone else. There’s an implication
that I’ll need costly medical work done. She sends me to another clinic, one set up for
people who can’t afford this type of thing. As I walk out the door, she tells me no
smoking and no drinking.
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The body is flesh. The body is desire. The body is a canvas. The body is weakness.
The body is a vessel. The body is a temple.

What little I know about my mother’s mother is that she came from Olive Hill,
Kentucky. I’m told her family came from Appalachia, a thing of pride in my family, but
that’s really all I know. She spoke with the remnants of an accent, pronounced words like
envelope like she was embracing someone, a strong accent on the first syllable.
I was around 12 when she was diagnosed with breast cancer; her body began to
waste away quickly. No one in our family had the money for home care, or to put her in a
hospital. And, quite frankly, it wasn’t something my family did. Instead, she spent
months of her final time on earth on a daybed in our living room. My mother took care of
the things usually reserved for a nurse, like feeding, bathing, and changing her mother’s
colostomy bags. It was the first time I saw what time and disease do to the body. The first
time I saw a person disappear as the flesh that holds them wastes away.

“This is going to be hot,” the nurse says, holding a bottle of ultrasound gel over
my stomach. I’m not expecting this. In the movies, the gel is always cold. It’s two weeks
after my initial appointment at the clinic. She is going to send results out, and, in 24 hours,
they should know what is wrong with me.
The situation feels simultaneously intimate and sterile. This nurse is cute; I can’t
help but notice. We are in a dark room, me shirtless. She is rubbing my stomach. Every
so often she tells me to stop breathing, to push out my stomach, to roll on my side. She
then drags her mouse pointer across the screen, outlines grainy, black and white images
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with a box, and labels them: spleen, gallbladder, pancreas. As she reaches to scan my left
side, her elbow comes to rest on my crotch for a minute or two and I’m startled. A
stranger is touching my body.

The pancreas is set deep into the abdomen, nestled between the stomach and spine.
It’s oblong and hooked shaped, like a thick, 6-inch eel. Because of its shape, doctors have
given it sections with names like head, neck, and body.
Johns Hopkins will tell you that most people don’t think about the organ until
problems arise. It goes about its days, digesting food, producing insulin. It exists dutifully
in the body. It carries out integral tasks to the body’s function. It waits for malfunction,
which typically does not occur. It works in tandem with those other organs you might not
think about, the gallbladder, the spleen, the duodenum. These things form a cohesive
structure, working even if there is damage.
In most cases pancreatitis is caused by a period of prolonged alcohol use. The
organ becomes inflamed and causes pressure on the rib cage. Usually, there are other
symptoms: fever, diarrhea, sweating, and others. If the problems persist, if the throbbing
continues, and the person continues to drink, then an acute attack, which normally goes
away, becomes a chronic one.

The body is a vehicle. The body is movement. The body is water. The body is a
metaphor. The body is bread.

Sick people surround me. I’m in Memphis at the Christian clinic because I do not
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have insurance. Today will be my final diagnosis. It’s 8 a.m. The nurses and doctors
gather in the lobby and hold a five-minute prayer session. I can’t make out the exact
words but the man speaking is holding a weathered, paperback bible in his hands. He
carries the cadence of the gospel in his voice. I recognize it from my youth. The TV
comes on as if possessed. The loud voice jolts me awake. We are Christ Community. We
are a not-for-profit. The man on the TV, either doctor or actor, asks his patient if she
minds if he prays for her. The patient welcomes it. The doctor puts his hand on her knee
and speaks in the same manner as the man in the lobby. I put myself in the patient’s
position. Do I tell the doctor I’d rather not? That I’m an Atheist? Surely she won’t mind.
I can’t be the first to take advantage of the kindness of the Christian.
When I go back to the office, the doctor doesn’t ask me to pray. She has my
results. It isn’t my pancreas. She’s surprised it wasn’t gallstones either. She tells me
there’s a helix-shaped stomach bacterium that showed up in my blood work: H. Pylori.
She’s surprised I’ve never heard of it because it’s pretty common. We will treat for the
bacteria, just to be safe, she tells me.
After all this, there is no answer.
I seem better now, she says. She wants me to come back in three months. I tell
her I will, but I won’t.
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Hardware Disease
You know what the Midwest is?
Young and restless.
- Kanye West

I.
Meth addicts are cattle rustling in Oklahoma.
Here is how it works, in so many steps:
1. Get addicted to meth (probably the stop that requires the least effort).
2. Run out of money for said meth.
3. Get a truck and trailer of some sort (pretty easy to find in that area of the country).
4. Start picking off cattle from local farmers.
5. Sell them at auction.
I’m riding in the car with Lee, taking her to work. NPR is on. Beef prices are
skyrocketing right now, thanks to droughts in Texas and other states. Calves are easiest to
steal because of their size (around 500 pounds), but they only fetch about $1000 at
auction. The adult steer will bring in up to $3000. This is a spike in price from the last
couple of years, one of the reasons the amount of theft is on the rise. All a person needs is
some food to lure the animals into your trailer and you are off. The culprits are usually
teenagers or young adults. 4 out of 5 arrested have issues with meth addiction, according
to police records.
This is where people like Jerry Flowers come in. Jerry Flowers has emerged as a
modern day Wild West lawman, complete with a gray handlebar mustache and cowboy
hat. Some people call him a cattle cop. Jerry is such a character that he has interviews and
exposes and features on local news sources like NPR and ABC. Jerry and his posse have
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gotten quite good at tracking down cattle thieves, sometimes following a paper trail from
auction back to the seller. Jerry and his crew got a lot of press back in May of 2014 when
they busted a ring of cattle rustlers that spanned across not only Oklahoma, but Kansas
and Colorado as well. The bust netted them a score of over $500,000 in recovered assets
and cattle, complete with a meth lab hidden inside a grain silo.
Jerry’s work is not easy. Oklahoma cattle country hasn’t changed much in the
way they do business. Most small farmers don’t brand their herds, and electronic tracking
is too expensive. The cattle that do get branded will simply get branded over by crafty
thieves. A livestock trailer can back up to an auction house—which is really a small,
gated circle with rows of benches rising up from it so the bidders can get a good look—
talk to the auctioneer, make a handshake deal, and have the animals sold in a matter of
minutes, walking away several thousand dollars richer. What addict wouldn’t jump at that
opportunity? And it’s not like you can put out an APB on a cow.
Officer: “What’s the animal look like?”
Rancher: “Well it’s big and brown and looks like a cow.”
Luckily there are some auction houses that record the auctions with video, but
even then it’s hard to pinpoint if the cattle are the right cattle. There are videos of wellknown thieves showing up to auction houses with cattle just hours after they are stolen.
Then it’s easy to figure out that the three black cattle stolen from a ranch that then end up
at an auction are the product of rustling.
Rustling is unfortunately not always immediately noticed. The financial loss,
although eventually noticeable, doesn’t usually add up to much until big numbers are
stolen. But there are the smaller ranchers who are sometimes hit hard, losing upwards of
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$50,000, which can mean the difference of making a mortgage payment or not. Or the
elderly people who live off of the money from raising cattle as a sort of retirement plan,
and a fixed income like that means every dollar matters. Or put it into perspective by
seeing that almost $6 million worth of cattle were stolen in 2014 in just Texas and
Oklahoma alone.

II
I was 21 the first time I ever smoked crack. My friend Bobby and I had a routine of
staying up late, getting drunk, and then trying to score coke. We knew the main players
and who had the good stuff. There were two types of these people: The first were the
people who had taken up the practice of selling in order to supplement their day jobs at
one of the local factories and it had sort of grew into a larger process than they could
have imagined. The second were the ones who caught on early, when the drug was still
new to our little city. There were others we didn’t always know directly, too: the two-bit
types who sold to keep up with their habit. These people never lasted long, eventually
digging themselves too deep into debt and either skipping town to avoid a beating, or
washing up in jail. We didn’t like to deal with those people. Not only were they shady,
sometimes just taking your money and vanishing into the night, but they often had stuff
so full of baking soda you could bake a pie with it. Desperate times often called for
desperate measures, though.
In order to track down something quickly, something at one or two in the morning,
we often had to call Bout It (Bout It, as in, he was “all about it,” but we called him Doubt
It when he wasn’t around). Bout It was about five and a half feet tall, all muscle and no

#

109#

#
brain. He carried around a piece of paper with the names of people who owed him money
scribbled on it, all of them spelled wrong, names like Traffis for Travis and Skokie for
Scooty. Bout It was somebody you wanted on your side, though. He was tough, known
for his ability to both take a beating and to give one out. But with that sort of reputation
came a pretty bad temper. He had numerous arrests for violent drug charges, assault, and
domestic violence, but so did most of the people we knew.
This night was no different from the rest. We had a little money and a desire to
have some fun. We never did much with our nights, really, depending on who ended up
with us. We’d play long games of chess or Texas Holdem or Madden that went nowhere.
We’d sometimes talk, but not really talk. No one was biting tonight, though. Our order
went down a line, starting with the people we liked the most, the ones who weren’t fiends,
or who weren’t prone to violence. Then there were the people that were okay, but they
would end up getting high and talking to you all night long, telling their life story, and
usually an uninteresting one at that. We were the quiet types, getting “stuck” as Bobby
called it, which meant we were the types to stay quiet, sit in a chair, and stare, jaws
clenched tight. Then there were the people like Bout It. You never knew what would
happen with Bout It. Like the night we ended up three towns over, geeked out of our
heads, driving golf balls at the range at six in the morning, running on no sleep, having
never golfed in my life, my jaw and hands sore from the clench.
It was time to call Bout It, and when he came in the door he was clearly ready for
action, clearly already having found it, his eyes wide, his movements quick, chainsmoking Newports.
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As he handed Bout It the cash, Bobby said, “No hard. Only soft. Don’t come back
here with hard.” Soft and hard, coke and crack respectively. Bout It would listen to
Bobby. Bobby had a presence of his own. He stood over six feet tall and had to weigh
more than 300 pounds. His build reminded me of a white Notorious BIG, and I’m sure
he’d love to hear someone say that. So when he said no hard, we assumed Bout It knew
no hard.
In the circles where we ran, crack was seen as a dirty drug. Coke was classy. Well,
not classy, but it was at least looked at in a somewhat favorable manner. You could have
a pretty hefty coke habit and still get by. Crack had the stigma of completely ruining
someone. Coke was Scarface and kingpins. Crack was skinny white people with no teeth
and sores on their face. No one admitted that they smoked crack.
We usually had to wait long enough to start to wonder if Bout It was coming back
or not, though we knew he would He only did that to people whom he knew would do
nothing about it, highschoolers and the like. But he almost always came back, because
that meant he got to do lines, and probably got to do some later when everything
eventually ran out.
When he did come back, he walked in the door and said, in the most
unconvincing way, that he could only, in fact, find hard. It was clear now that he was not
only lying, but he probably smoked some when he picked it up, the explanation for the
absence. Although no one we knew ever admitted they were smoking it, it was obvious
when people made the switch from coke to crack: the weight loss, the disappearance for
days, the theft, the squirreliness. But it was mostly the rumors that let everyone find out.
The rumors often popped up not long after someone started smoking. It’s a small town,
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so word travels fast. Bout It had made the switch gradually over the previous couple of
years. Lot’s of people had. The drug was sweeping our little city like a plague, before
moving aside for heroin. In two years the jail would fill to over capacity, the number of
drug related crimes would skyrocket.
“I told you not to buy hard, dude,” Bobby said, pretending to be mad, but
obviously not really caring. We had waited too long to be picky, and besides, it’s not like
we could ask for a refund.
I said nothing, a little nervous, a little excited, a little curious.
I was learning so quickly. We needed a screen, something for the rock to stick to
in order to not get sucked through the tiny hole in the glass stem. People usually use a
steel wool cleaning pad (Chore Boy is the brand name) but we didn’t have any. So I
watched in amazement as Bout It stripped some speaker wire like sting cheese, balled up
the sliver of wire he pulled from the rubber casing, and tucked it into a glass stem.
The taste is something I still can’t describe. It’s both hot and sweet, sometimes
described like melting plastic, but that’s for the junk stuff. You end up loving the taste,
regardless of the quality, the smell too. With the potent stuff your tongue numbs, your
stomach drops, your ears ring, your scalp tingles. The feeling hits you immediately,
sometimes before you are done with the hit. You feel powerful, in control, focused,
blissful. You don’t want it to stop, that feeling, you don’t want the stem to leave your lips.
That feeling doesn’t last long. And the comedown hits you hard, you want more,
finding any way to get money is the goal at that point. Or you end up on your hands and
knees, scrounging the carpet for tiny rocks you swear you dropped. Now you don’t want
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it to stop because you are not going to feel good. You get tired, but not sleepy, sad, and—
if you’ve been at it for a while—like there is a layer of filth covering your body.
This is where the scheming comes in. We had some good ones. We used a
scanner and computer to doctor old pay stubs and phone bills in order to get payday loans.
I sold cameras I bought with credit cards, and, yes, even stole money from people we
knew, parents’ purses, sold pills to get money. The list goes on, but never cattle.

III
It’s a bit of a misconception that cows have four stomachs. Technically they have one
stomach with four parts. In order of functionality, not appearance in the body, they are:
1. Rumen. The initial part. The one that breaks down plant products, because
cows don’t really chew their food that much at first.
2.

Reticulum. A section near the front that is a sort of mixing chamber that
combines food with saliva and produces what is called cud. The rumen sends
the cud back up to the mouth, where it gets chewed some more. Comfortable
cows chew more cud. If you see a herd that look like they are all chewing
gum, then that is a happy herd.

3. Omasum, where the water from the food is absorbed. More mechanical, not
too exciting.
4. Abomasum, where final digestion takes place.
When I was younger I always pictured the stomach like a cartoon conveyer line,
each section delineated from the rest, like separate rooms. They are not. The sections are
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intertwined, the first further back than the others, each it’s own distinct place, but all of
them tied to one another.
Since cows don’t use their teeth to determine what they are eating—rather, they
jut out their teeth—they sometimes ingest pieces of metal that get lost in the purchased
cattle feed. Nails, wires, screws, other bits. Those pieces of metal can get lodged in the
rumen or pushed through to the reticulum, causing all kinds of damage, or death. Can you
imagine what a screw does to stomach lining? Not good. This condition is known as
Hardware Disease. Hardware, as in nuts and bolts.
Hardware Disease is prevented by placing a small, very powerful, magnet in the
stomach of calves. You take a plastic tube about three feet long, put the magnet in the tip,
shove the tube down the calf’s throat, and release the magnet. Those magnets collect any
stray bits of metal and keep them in one place. Older magnets were smaller and able to be
swallowed by children, sometimes resulting in death, or at the very least surgery.
There’s also a practice of fitting cattle with a cannula. A cannula is a rubber “plug”
that essentially creates a permanent hole in something to allow delivery or extraction of
material. The cannulated cattle has the plug sutured to its side that allows access directly
to the inside of the Rumen. Ranchers can use this device to reach an arm inside a cow’s
stomach, pull out some chewed food and determine things about the animal’s digestive
health. (Another term for this is fistulation, but I don’t like the implications of that word.
I don’t enjoy the image of a farmer sticking a fist into the side of an animal.) It’s kind of
surprising that the food pulled in this way looks like a green ball of hay, really, not slimy
like one might expect half digested food to look.
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Animals with “four stomachs” are called ruminants, as in they ruminate on their
food, as in ruminating on something over and over, like when you run something back
and forth in your mind. A meditation. Ruminating, like when you’re driving and you
think of that embarrassing thing you did ten years ago and still hate yourself for it, maybe
you blurt out a word or a noise to distract yourself from the memory.

IV
Once you riddle your body with poison, you tend to think a lot about what it means to put
something in your body. You think a lot about substance, literally and metaphorically.
And it’s wild to me that people still put those substances inside themselves, that I did it,
knowing full well what it does to you.
There’s a song by Bobby Bare Jr. called the Terrible Sunrise, in which he sings, in
his distinctly out of tune voice,
The sunrise ain’t pretty when you ain’t been to bed.
Tomorrow is today instead.
I know where you wanna go.
The devil has crawled inside your nose.
I used to think about that song while lying in bed trying to sleep, the curtains
drawn, the sunlight still coming through, the birds chirping. I hated the chirping. The
birds start even before the sun comes out, and that noise always made my stomach sink,
because even with plywood covering the windows to block out that inevitable sunrise,
you couldn’t escape the birds.
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I thought about that song when the birds started singing after Bobby and I stole a
truck with plans to score but instead were stranded on the other end of town. I sometimes
thought about it on the nights when one of us pawned something or stole something. Had
I had access to cattle and the means to rustle, how do I know I wouldn’t have done it?
I thought about that song on the night when Bobby and I decided we were going
to leave our hometown, move away to get away from the drugs, when we were spending
another night holed up in his house, puffing away on a glass pipe, coming up with grand
schemes, Bobby peaking out the curtains every few minutes, a friend crying to me on the
phone because of where I ended up. We were going to move away and finish college and
live productive lives. I honestly don’t know what Bobby really thought, if he wanted to
get out of town for the same reasons I did, or if he just wanted to leave. All I knew was
that the town was eating me alive. It was time to get out while I could. Here was my
chance. There might not be many more.
Unlike most great schemes invented on a binge, the plan actually worked. It
wasn’t long before Bobby and I were living with two other people—one of them the
same friend who had cried to me on the phone—60 miles south in Columbus. And,
surprisingly, the move worked for me. I didn’t know anybody in Columbus really, no one
that could get me the drugs I wanted, and I didn’t have a license—not to mention
money—anyway. I had nothing to my name besides some old video games that I sold to
make rent. Bobby stopped smoking, but he didn’t quit everything. He eventually found
the right (or wrong) connections, although in a somewhat calmer and less frequent
manner. I’d slip every now and then too, but never smoking. Pills were always easy to get

#

116#

#
(sometimes coke if I met the right person at the bar), and snorting them gave me at least
part of the rush that other substances did.
Hardware, as in nails and screws, as in what I used when I worked maintenance
for five years in Columbus. That was after the drugs, aside from the occasional misstep.
Hardware as in computer, as in breakable, but also repairable. And hard drugs are like
Hardware Diseases, only there is no accidental ingestion. There’s also no magnet fix.
You put something in your body and, if nothing is done about it, it eats away at you,
slowly killing you from the inside.
In college I had this very old psychology professor who worked as a nurse as far
back as World War II. She told us once of a patient who had tried to kill himself by
drinking drain cleaner. He came into the hospital screaming in a way that seemed
inhuman, the worst noise this professor had ever heard. Miraculously the man lived,
minus most of his esophagus. What resulted, though, was that the doctors used what was
left of his esophagus to make a system for him to be able to eat. You could see this
esophagus protrude from his skin and run all the way down his chest. He would chew his
food and then run his fingers down his chest, moving the lump of food until it got to his
stomach, his own digestive system. That image has never left me.
I’ll sometimes think about him and wonder how long he lived, pushing food down
his tube three times a day. Or maybe he got fed up and finished the job he started, this
time ingesting something that worked, maybe pushing a hand full of pills down his throat
like a lump of gravel.
The sad facts amid all the ludicrous nature of these things are that people are
struggling to make mortgage payments when they lose too many cattle, that addicts even
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exist, that people have the desire to drink drain cleaner, that screws are in cattle feed so
much that people have to invent ways to keep them from dying. It’s sad that most of the
cattle thieves are between the ages of 16 and 22, not because it’s a crime young people
commit, but because you don’t last much longer as an addict on hard drugs.
I sometimes think of Bout It, still plugging away, arrested last year on some
violent drug charges, about the friends that have made it and the ones that haven’t. I play
that Bobby Bare song and memory makes my stomach drop, sometimes good, sometimes
bad. I will sometimes look at a screw or a piece of wire, think of the cows and the people
and the feed and the disease, and I and get lost in the rumination of it all, before
something pulls me back, or out, like a magnet.
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Son of the Scrapyard
It’s the last week in April, 2015; Baltimore is burning, my biological father has
wrecked his motorcycle, and I’m turning 30. I spend the next two weeks reading about
my father’s wreck. There is an online fundraising campaign that tracks his progress. The
days go by. His Facebook page has more updates from friends. The doctors amputate his
leg. His current wife, who was on the bike with him, loses her leg and then part of her
hand.
He’s in Ohio and I’m in Memphis. I bounce back and forth between calling the
hospital and not. The typical questions arise. I don’t know him. Would he want to see
me? Is it selfish for me to call him now? I search plane tickets, rental cars, but I won’t go.

I’ve never met my biological father. That Facebook profile was the first time I
had seen a picture of him in over a decade, his hair gray now instead of the jet-black it
used to be. My mother tells me she left him early in her pregnancy, not wanting him to be
around because of his drinking mostly and that he was not the type to be a father. I think
her parents had something to do with the breakup, though. She grew up as the good child,
the straight-As-in-high-school type who never really got in trouble, unlike her siblings
who were always fighting and partying. The Gallants got a reputation in our town. They
were fighters and drinkers and proud of it. My family still has that reputation, although,
as my cousins get older, it’s beginning to fade.
When my mother’s parents heard about the pregnancy they were unhappy,
needless to say, and my mother couldn’t say much. She still lived with them, even at 22.
She had been such a good student in high school but recently found the wrong crowd,
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beginning to follow into the party lifestyle that fit her family crest, drinking and hanging
out uptown. But her parents were deeply religious, her mother especially, having come
from Appalachia. She always had a copy of the Bible next to her chair in the living room;
pictures of oil-painted Jesus with a hazy glow around him lined her downstairs walls,
stained from years of smoking indoors. Years later, when she was dying of cancer, she
swore that my uncle had brought demons in the house and that she could hear them at
night, could sense their presence when she was alone. My grandfather was long gone at
that point, having died just a few years after I was born, when his heart gave out. Our
family doesn’t live long. Most are overweight, smoke, drink, and live off of a diet of fried
everything. I don’t remember her father, but I’m told he cared for me, even favored me
over some of the other cousins. He took me to get ice cream when he went out, letting me
stand on the bench seat of his truck as he drove through town.
My stepfather, Ron, was only 21 and my mother 25 when they met. She was still
living with her parents at the time, working at a local factory. I was three years old. Ron
wanted a family, right away—kids and marriage—and she wanted to get on with life. It
was the late 80s, and Ron looked the part: stringy mullet, thick mustache, twiggy frame,
and a fascination with muscle cars. Chevy, of course. You know what Ford stands for,
right? Found On Road Dead. That was his motto. He was charming.
Things moved quickly between the two. They even found a way to replace my
original birth certificate because of a clerical error at the Health Department. It now says
that I was born with Ron’s last name. My last name switched from Gallant to Kiess. It
also says that he was present at the time of my birth. You can see his signature on the
bottom under “Father,” but none of that is true.
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Now they had a family, same last name and all. My mother wanted to get a house
in the country, like the one she lived in as a child, imagining her kids running in the fields
like she did. She found one close to town with some land around it. Although not much, it
was something. Ron wanted a house in town, though. The one in the country didn’t have
a garage. Where would he work on his cars?
In the end they went with Ron’s choice. The house was a tiny thing, one story and
a half, which meant the upstairs was just a room separated by a wall which allowed it to
function as two bedrooms. Three of the living room walls were wood paneled and the
entirety of the fourth was covered in a wallpaper picture of an old mill house. The
basement was unfinished, half of it still filled nearly to the top with dirt. It was infested
with cockroaches, which my mother called water bugs to lessen the impact. They were
everywhere, big black things, most of them flightless, thankfully. Sometimes they hitched
rides to school in my backpack or found their way into a coat sleeve tucked in the closet,
just waiting for me to slide my arm through. At night you could turn on the porch light
and the outside wall would be covered in them, scattering from the light. Once a friend
slept over but woke up crying in the middle of the night and had to go home because he
found a roach on his pillow. The next day the entire middle-school class knew about it.
Ron and my mother lived together for just a year and a half before separating, but
they were married for six years. “Ron didn’t want to pay for a divorce. That’s why it took
so long,” my mother says.
I don’t have many memories of the time they were together, mostly screaming
matches that eventually turned physical. I see my mother in these memories as the
aggressor. I don’t know if that is true, but it makes sense, her temper as short as it is. I see
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times like her throwing a ceramic cereal bowl across our living room, milk and all, and
hitting Ron in the head. I hear them fighting as I try to sleep in the room with the
adjoining wall upstairs. Little things are always brought up to me now, mostly by my
mother: he traded my swing set for a garage door opener, or he helped the neighbor build
a three car garage with hydraulic lift, which he could have done to the house in the
country.
“Ron only played Daddy when it was convenient,” my mother says to me one day
when I visit. She lives in a different house now. “He would push you in the stroller at the
zoo or pose for the pictures with you, but when it came to the real parenting, he was
gone.”
What finally broke the relationship is that he was sleeping with my mom’s
coworker and best friend. Since the house was in my mom’s name, we stayed and Ron
moved to a town 20 minutes away with yet another woman, whom he would eventually
marry. The move was so quick it’s likely he had also been sleeping with her during the
marriage. We stayed, though, and my sister and I visited Ron every other weekend. We
were poor when at home, my mom raising the two of us on $6.90 an hour plus food
stamps, so the visits to Ron’s were bitter sweet. He had enough money to buy us toys and
take us places, but I was always resistant of him, always clear that we was not my father.
Eventually Ron and his new wife moved back to town, just two blocks away from our
house, which made the visits easier to bear.
It was then that I began to spend long hours every other weekend with Ron at
Bloomfield’s Junkyard on the edge of town. While he and his friends fabricated derby
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cars to run at the county fair, I rummaged around in the shells of the vehicles, sitting
inside the memories of strangers, playing make-believe.
The word junkyard is fun. They are yards, after all, where adults play in junk. But
there is no grass in these yards. They are mud and slop and metal, even in the winter the
heat from the foot traffic warms the ground and the snow melts to brown slush. It’s there
that a person can take pieces from discarded things, take scraps from scraps, and use
them to make something else—to make, from pieces, a whole. One man’s trash is another
man’s treasure and all that.
They are graveyards, too, for the vehicles themselves and for the memories of the
people who owned the vehicles. Hints of stories are there—chewed signatures of the Jaws
of Life, steering wheels dented from foreheads, glove boxes and their remnants: emery
boards that buffed someone’s nails, the virgin fast-food napkins.
Ron would take me here and work on the cars with his buddies. I never really
cared about cars, even with Ron’s attempts to get me interested. I was a dreamer, those
piles of metal were mountains, the 50s Chevy a spaceship. The mud puddles were lava,
the overturned tires my safety from that lava; or I jumped through the mud puddles,
dodging pretend bullets, throwing brick grenades through cracked windshields.
Ron had a truck that he worked on too, the door panels different colors than the
hood, the bench seat ripped open to show the yellow foam underneath. It had the smell of
an old truck that I’ll never forget. It all makes me think that a stepfamily is like piecing
together a car. My mother and stepfather took the scraps of what they had, both of them
much younger than I am now, and fused to form something new, no matter what the longterm result. It was a quick fix. My mother was a single mother living with her parents,

#

123#

#
Ron an even younger man wanting to get married and start a family. That Junkyard is
gone now. I drove past it the last time I was in town. It is just an empty lot.

When I was 15 I was arrested several times, following in the footsteps of my
family. While going through the court process, it became clear that my birth records were
not accurate and that I needed to pick a last name: Ron’s or the family’s. Kiess or Gallant.
I had never felt much like a Gallant, but I certainly never felt like a part of Ron’s family,
so I chose Gallant, legally changing my name back to what it was when I was born. Since
Ron’s two brothers were gay and have no children, that would put an end to the Kiess
family name. It will end with Ron.
Not long after, Ron’s grandmother died. We spent the day at the funeral home, me
in my oversized suit standing next to Ron in the hallway. A woman who I had never met
came up and shook both our hands, “You look just like your father,” she said to me. Ron
and I looked at each other, and laughed quietly, in on the unintentional joke.
I walked over to the guest book and picked up the pen, Matthew Gallant, I wrote
on the yellowed paper. Everything seemed dead in the building. A few minutes went by
and Ron walked up behind me. He had seen the book.
“Will you write Kiess next to your name too?” he said, slightly touching my arm.
So I did.
I stopped going to Ron’s house on weekends not long after that. Maybe it was the
name change, maybe it was that I started staying wherever I ended up, not really at my
Mom’s house either, nearly failing out of high school. My aunt and uncle had moved in
with my mom, adding a plywood room onto the back of the house. They brought with
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them several members of my family that came and went. At times there were up to 12
people living in three bedrooms. So I stayed where I wanted and got away with most
things.
Ron divorced and remarried yet again, this time when I was 21. This woman had
kids younger than my sister and I, but none of them took his name. As time went on, we
talked a little now and again. I started going back to his place when I’d visit on holidays.
One Christmas recently, I was visiting with my girlfriend, Lee, and in an offhand
comment he referred to me as his stepson instead of his son. At first I thought he might
have been talking about one of the other kids from the new marriage. When it hit me that
he was talking about me things got a little awkward in the room. The confusion had to
have been clear on my face, and so I don’t think he knew how to take it.
On the drive home, Lee says to me, “After he said that to you, Ron pulled me off
to the side and asked if you referred to him as his stepdad. I didn’t know what to say so I
just told him I wasn’t sure.”
He must not have been aware that the shift of me calling him stepdad had started
many years before. The fact that it was a surprise to him was strange to me. I felt
suddenly guilty.

I have a vague memory of making my way out of the bowling alley in town with
my cousin Jeff and him pointing to a short, overweight man holding a bowling ball, and
saying, “Matt, there’s your dad.”
There he was.
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I didn’t know what to do, so I walked out the door without taking a second look.
My cousin seemed so nonchalant about it. How did he know what my father looked like?
How often had he seen him? How often was I in the same place as this man?
I was young enough then that I pretended to not care; I think I had myself
convinced. I can’t even remember what he looked like, short, overweight, that’s it.
As I got older, I found myself wanting more and more to meet him, to see where I
came from. It seems, from what little I’ve heard, we have nothing in common, except for
maybe my drinking habit and height. But it is hard to not wonder what this man is like. I
see a few traits I get from my mother’s side—certain parts of my face, my short temper,
need for attention, my compassion—but there is a lot of me that is quite different from
the rest of my family; I’m the only one who has graduated, let alone attended, college.
I’m don’t get into bar fights, nor am I really concerned with that sort of thing. I must get
this from somewhere. How much of it is learned and how much inherited?
I never saw myself actually contacting him. Although, there were moments when
I thought about it, and even a time when I tried.
I know several people from my town with the same last name, Edson, apparently
cousins of mine. What was really surprising is that we were friends. I hung out with them
a lot, even went on road trips with them. When I found out, one of the cousins gave me
my father’s number when we were at a bar. Afterwards, drunk in my room at two in the
morning, swaying back and forth in the dark, I dialed the number and listened to the rings.
No one answered, which was just as well because I didn’t know what I would have said
to him.
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The automated voice told me to leave a message, and, after a moment of silence, I
said, “I’m looking for Raymond Edson,” trying not to slur my speech. Saying his name
out loud made my heart beat a little faster. “Please call me back at this number.” I hung
up.
He never called, and I was relieved, in a way. I used to think that the simple fact
of me not knowing what to say would keep me from trying to meet him until the day one
of us died. But now I don’t know. I often wonder if he knew it was me calling that night.
He knows I exist because my mother told him she was pregnant before leaving him,
before telling him she didn’t want a man like him raising her child. I wonder if he heard
that voice on the phone and panicked, if the thoughts of unpaid child support crossed his
mind or that he already had a different life, with kids and a wife. Or maybe he was just as
scared as I was and just didn’t know what to say.
I’m not certain why my mother decided to cut him out completely. She hadn’t
intended on telling me about him, but I figured it out on my own when I was young and
started to realize that I was featured in the wedding photos with her and Ron. The little
info I can get out of her seems to be that the separation was due to the fact that he was a
drunk and pretty much all around worthless. But so is the rest of her family. Why was he
any different?
“I’ve always thought that if he wants to meet him, he will.” She tells my girlfriend
one Christmas when we are in town visiting. She’s right, is all I can think.
If I’m not mistaken, he has two other children, a girl and a boy. I often wonder
what they are like, what sorts of things we have in common, especially because Ron’s
daughter (my sister) and I have so little in common. We care about each other but are
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different people. It strikes me now that they are probably not much different in age than I
am. It seems amazing to me that we lived in the same small city of 13,000 for two
decades. I wonder how many times I walked by any of them, or saw them in a store and
never knew it. How many times were we at the bowling alley, all completely unaware of
one another? Maybe we shared the same ball, used the same pool sticks at the bar, drank
from the same mug.
What is more than likely is that my father and I have just as little in common as
my stepfather and I. His family is probably the same as mine. Men are expected to be
interested in certain things, fixing cars and fighting in bars.
But what if he dies? That’s what I keep thinking. Is it because I’m 30, which is
supposed to be some milestone? It’s not an old age, unless you’re a teenager, but you
think about mortality a lot more than when you’re 20. So as I turned 30, and as the city of
Baltimore burned after the death of a black man in the back of a paddy wagon incited
rioting, as my father lay in a hospital bed missing a leg, I wondered about death.

I found out about the accident when my mother sent my girlfriend a text telling
her about it.
“What?” I said to Lee, my girlfriend. “Why did she tell you and not me?” I said,
though I knew the answer. We aren’t the best at communicating.
How did she even know, I wondered. She doesn’t talk to Ray. She texts back that
someone sent her a message with a link to his page. I call her to get more answers, but
she doesn’t have much.
“Can you send me a link to his page?” I say.
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“Maybe, I don’t know if I saved it or not,” she says.
I’m a little shocked at how little my mom seems to care. I know it was a long time
ago, but I would think that she would have some residual feelings for this man.
I get the site and read about the accident. Apparently the two were waiting on
their motorcycle at an off ramp of a highway back home when a car just slammed into
them out of nowhere, pinning their bodies to the road and dragging them.
They were touch and go in the hospital for two weeks. Then, on May 14, his wife
went into surgery again, but this time she did not come out. There’s no information as to
why. I felt more compelled to call the hospital, but I was scared, so I used his wife’s
death as an excuse to hold off even longer.
I did send a message to a woman who seemed to be updating Ray’s page while he
was in the hospital. Daily, she posted status updates on his condition. My message to her
read that I was Ray’s son. That she didn’t know me, but I would like to know how to
contact him in order to get information.
I immediately regretted pressing send. I searched online how to retract a
Facebook message, but there was no way. Someone suggested marking it as spam, so
that’s what I did. I never heard back from her, so maybe that worked.
Several weeks later I typed a brief message to Raymond:
Ray, You don't know me, but I've recently heard about all that has
happened to you, and I'd like to extend my deepest sympathies.
This is a weird message to type, but I don't really know how else to
do it. 30 years ago you had a child with Rose Gallant. I was that
child. With all that has happened lately, it made me think that
maybe I should at least contact you. I'm not sure what to say, really.
I live in Memphis, so it wasn't really a possibility for me to get up
to the hospital while you were there. Plus I wasn't sure you would
want to deal with something else on top of everything you were

#

129#

#
going through. I don't want anything, except maybe to talk or hear
your story.
I never sent it. It still sits in a folder on my computer. I might, some day, but the
farther I got away from the date of the accident and the better he seemed to be doing, the
less concerned I was about the urgency. He will sit and get used to life missing a leg and I
will go on about mine. Every so often one of us might think about the other, but the other
will not know it. Fires will burn, people will pass, and we will keep getting older.
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Two Experiments and a Coda
(Based Off of an essay of the same name)
Experiment
I am always going.
I find a purple debit card lying in the grass. I am walking and there it is, shiny,
next to some crumpled receipts and an empty grocery bag. I take a few steps more before
I turn around and pick it up. The coating is peeling away; the raised letters and numbers
are obscured but still legible. As I reach for the card a greediness rises in me so quickly
that I don’t have the time, or the necessary guilt, to prevent it. I’m ashamed that the first
thing that I think of is attempting to spend whatever money is still on it. No one checks
for identification anymore I tell myself. The thought only lasts a second, but it leaves its
presence known. Afterward I decide against my spree and place my find back in the grass
where it was.
It is this moment that makes me think of Lia Purpura, and her “experiments”
come to mind. She wrote an essay in which she performed two experiments. One was to
walk along a street in Iowa and document everything revealed by the melting snow; the
next was an attempt at not talking that fails when she says, “Hi, no” to her roommate.
These experiments have been something I’ve wanted to try since I read that essay several
years ago. I saw them as a sort of literary assignment to essayists. This card could be my
first “find.” Or perhaps it is the first thing I am willing to find. It is salacious and
interesting. It is worthy of a story. I have found many pennies, but I have left them,
metaphorically, where they sat, because there is no story in a penny. This card would be
the perfect beginning.
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Following the rules of the experiment, I would have to pick up everything I see
within a block. But, in Memphis, where I now live, this would be nearly impossible with
everything that is on the ground, and I abandon the idea almost immediately. So I must
look for the things that mean something. In this way, if I believed they could, the things
must look for me.
Little items of trash are rampant where I am, on Highland, between Poplar and
Walnut Grove. Scattered among the pine needles, and nearly just as prevalent, are ATM
receipts, plastic bags, food wrappers, empty cans of shaving cream, and other ephemera. I
go, leaving these nothings in their places. I do not have the luxury of walking along a
street in Iowa as she did, where I picture things cleaner, less messy. I do not have the
luxury, nor does the city, of the ebb and flow of snow, always revealing the treasures of a
season beneath it, always covering up the messiness below. I pick up the receipt closest
to the debit card, hoping for a clue to a story I can create. I want to find the last four
digits of the card on the paper. I want this to be a story about a robbery, about stolen
money used until there was nothing left and cast aside. The receipt is for something else.
I am relieved.
I move on. As I walk, I think again of the debit card and now the guilt surfaces. I
wanted to tell the story of money stolen, of crime, of something that will grip people. But
the likely story is certainly one less interesting. Now I should have kept it, reported it to
someone.
Across the street from where I find the debit card, there is a strip-mall cluster of
buildings with restaurants, Kroger, dollar stores, etc. so prominent in Memphis. Last
week, behind Cici’s pizza, I found three printers stacked next to the dumpster. The 5-
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dollar buffet used to be packed at night. Then one day it was empty. The sign on the front
door now reads “Closed until further notice,” in permanent marker. But I have a feeling
that further notice is not coming. What is posted is the notice, and the bareness of the
words speak for themselves. I drove past the row of dumpsters on the way to the grocery
store and spotted the printers. Instead of parking and going into the store, I turned around.
“Where are we going?” Lee said.
“I saw something I want to look at.”
I circled around to the dumpsters and there were the small ink-jet printers, stacked
neatly on top of one another. Lee knows my nature. She saw the printers and knew what
was next. She knows that I cannot not explore. She rolled her eyes and gave me the look
of go get them already. I parked, put on my flashers, and got out. One looked salvageable,
like I could plug it in and still use it. It felt wasteful to let it sit. The others had broken
hinges or missing parts. I popped the hatch on my SUV and threw the one I wanted in the
back, got in my vehicle and drove away.
I have wanted to do the street experiment for a few years now. I have wanted to
find meaning in the things that are no longer meaningful, find a use for the useless. It is
only now that I realize I have always done this. When Lee and I had little money, before
we moved from Ohio, I found and sold scrap metal. The work was born from necessity,
but I found pleasure in it. It became Zen-like: the hunt, the payoff, the work itself, all
sweaty and rewarding. I’d drive along the road and look for broken tube-televisions cast
to the curb. I’d rip them apart at the plastic seams and pull the three pounds of coiled
copper from their insides like harvested organs. I was a hurried surgeon, with intent to
destroy the worked-on body. I’d strip aluminum shelving down to its bare, white bones;
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“clean” metal pays more than metal with steel hardware still attached, an exposed and
profitable purity.
Or this process: strip the metal of all its parts, if it was worth my time, and sell it.
Sitting in my living room, pulling strands of wire from their coating, while my cats batted
around the thin wisps of rubber and plastic. Pull and pull until my palms were blistered.
Find a meaning in the mundane. This becomes a process of perpetual searching.
The find is where the rush lies. It is that discovery of something that I had not
expected that keeps me searching. When I took the printer home I realized I had no
power cord to supply it with power. Still I hold out hope. It will sit next to my side of the
bed in our tiny apartment until I find a use for it. Perhaps this is what Lee saw coming
when she gave me the eye roll.
There is nothing worth scrapping in the machine, except for miniscule flakes of
gold on the circuit boards that are not worth the effort it would take to extract them. It is
only good for what it was made for. This is comforting in a way. It is a reminder that the
transient things are what give life a sense of forward momentum.

A block after the debit card, wedged in a crack of the antique store’s driveway, I
see what I think is a casing to a .22 bullet. This is a thing that finds me. It is another item
of intrigue. Its bronze coating in the sunlight begs me to pick it up. I stop and look more
closely, but it is not what I had thought. It is a plastic something. A fake bolt or perhaps a
cheap rivet off of something larger and even cheaper. I once saw an accident in front of
this antique store. Two cars were mangled in the street. Perhaps this tiny thing is an
aftermath of that. In this way it does leap out to me. It reminds me of that day, of that
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moment when I condescended to the local drivers and pretended to be better than them. I
find this is the case no matter where I go: people move to a place and then say those
people are the worst drivers in America. This can’t be true of all places, I tell myself. It
must merely be a factor of one getting used to a place. I leave the plastic in the crack.
This experiment is not working. But then again what was the point? In her essay,
Purpura gives the items she finds to friends after a dinner party, but that is all. There is no
follow up. So this feels irrelevant, unless I am meant to give them a new life. Or was the
point to find some sort of story that the landscape is attempting to tell? But all I see are
things put here by humans. So is it a story that the people are telling? If it is, it feels like
one of neglect, of sadness, of disrepair. Or is that itself a product of projection? Is this
what I expect the landscape to tell me? I expect Memphis to tell a sad story and so I am
validating that expectation. Having lived here only three months, am I allowed to make
these assumptions? After all this is not my home.
It is early November here. Lee and I are here while I attend graduate school, and
then we will move on. We will move to find another place that maybe then we will call
home. Lee is also a mover, so long as the place we land she can call home. We have yet
to find that in Memphis. It is not home.
Back home, in Ohio, snow has already fallen. That’s what I am calling it still:
home, because I have not been gone long enough to call it otherwise. The things are
coming and going with the thaw, as they do. Here the things on the ground stay, even as
the people come and go. The things become a part of the landscape, a part of the city.
These things will stay as long as their life allows. Then they will blow away, get eaten by
a lawnmower, picked up by someone like me, or whatever possibilities are left. I will be
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here for three years and then I will go. Three years felt long, not too long ago. Thinking
about it now, it feels like I will barely see the time as it passes by me.

The day after the experiment, I go back for the card. I want this to be for unselfish
reasons, but mostly it is not. I go back to feel better about myself. I go back because I
want to pick up the card and feel it in my hands. Maybe I will report that I’ve found it,
however unlikely that is. I park in the strip-mall, get out of my vehicle, and dodge traffic
as I cross the street between cars. It is still there. I wonder what the passengers waiting at
the stoplight think of me. They watch me cross, pick up something, and cross back. I
have given them a small story to tell as they see fit, a story separate from the one I have
created. I am very aware of this. And then I go, and they go, just like that.
I cup the card and the receipt in my hand as I cross the street and wait until I get
back in my car to look at them. I look at the name on the card. Why hadn’t I done it
before? The plastic is worse off than I thought; I can barely make out the name. I turn it
over to see the imprinted letters in reverse Wanda J. I notice something else I did not see
previously that makes me feel better about Wanda’s situation: it is a prepaid card, and it
is expired. Wanda probably spent the money on it and left it in the grass, not wanting to
carry the useless thing any longer. But why did she dispose of it there? Now I invent the
story I need to. I can now be mad at Wanda for discarding something so carelessly. I can
take the card home, throw it on my desk for a few days, and ultimately throw it in the
trash if I feel like it. I haven’t been able to yet. It might come and go in a matter of days
or months or years, but, before long, I will move on.
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Silence
I mostly listen. I do not talk as much as I probably should. But I do not plan on
being silent for an entire weekend either. I don’t like the idea. I have tried it, when I was
a child. I would be silent at school, only writing my words on a pad of notebook paper to
my friends, wanting attention. It was not for the right reasons. It was not to listen to the
people or the world around me, or pay attention, or to gain some larger knowledge. Now,
if I were to stop talking, I would only be reminded of that younger self. I would be
reminded of that person in me who craves attention. The person I have fought to keep at
bay. I do my best to stay away from that me, and yet here he is again. In order to
complete part two of this experiment, I am being asked to be this person.
As it turns out I am often alone for most of the day on weekends. I often sit in
silence and write, read, or, more often, think of ways to avoid these activities. It is only
now that I sit here in my chair with the windows open in mid-November, listening to the
wind outside, and realize that I still do not listen to the things I should. It is quiet here,
and it is a quiet that facilitates quietness. There is a darkness at night I have not yet grown
used to, even if it is welcome, the stillness. This is unlike my apartment back home, the
noise of the busy street outside always audible, the streetlights and business lights shining
through the blinds. The windows were so old they rattled at the slightest breeze. Of
course if I were still living there I would have a thin layer of plastic coating the windows
to keep the heat in. I would run double-sided tape along the sills, press the plastic with
my thumbs, and use a hair-dryer to seal it shut. Still, on windy days, the thin plastic
would sigh in and out, would ebb and flow.
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So I will not complete the silence experiment in the proper way either. This is
becoming a matter of inconvenience and I know that. The person who takes a short vow
of silence is the person who finds he is talking too much, and not listening enough, just as
the person who vows to quit drinking as a new years resolution is often the person who
drinks too much.
This does not mean I cannot pay attention more. It does not mean that now I also
hear the dull hum of the refrigerator, the whir of the fan inside the desktop computer
across the room, the breeze outside bringing in the coming rain.
In my small attempt to be quiet, I break within an hour by saying, out loud, “Okay
I get it,” to no one in particular, talking to the constant message tones on my phone. I do
not realize I have said the words; they are not as important to me as the two words
Purpura spoke to break her silence, although just as mundane. I do not worry about them.
I let them go.

Coda
The coda comes out of nowhere.
A couple years ago I was in a class discussing the essay as a form, as strange as
that sounds to me now. Amid a conversation about things that I can hardly recall, one
woman said that a rule was “never refer to your own writing in your writing,” meaning
that one should not call attention to the fact that the reader is reading an essay. This
stopped me. How had I gone this far in life and never heard this rule? Essays should often
refer to theirselves. How does one explore something completely without breaking the
fourth wall? What’s the use in pretending, as they say? The essay is an exploration. This
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is an exploration. I write myself into a spiral, but it is an expanding one, going outward
rather than in. What is a rule then, if it is not meant to be broken? And what is the point
of this rule? Isn’t it, as with all rules of writing, not the fear that your work will go unread,
but that it will go un-respected, or, possibly worse, that it will be boring? But this relying
on itself is the exact reason I love the essays I love. It is precisely the reason they move
me. Because, like life, essays pretend to be about one thing, while knowing they are
about something else.
Something like I have here must refer to itself; or at the very least, it must refer to
another essay. It is incestuous in that way. What begins as an experiment becomes a fan
letter to both the tangible and the intangible, to a person and to things, to a place and a
time. It asks of itself and talks to itself. How does one essay without asking of the essay
to work?
The coda is supposed to come out of nowhere. It is supposed to bring a better
closing to the work. This implies that the ending provided is not sufficient. So what must
I do now? Do I list the things I have in my apartment, as Purpura did? That seems
irrelevant. We know the found things are probably more interesting, but that would be too
easy. And then do I say what the point of the experiment was, in the end? But life is not
that easy. The explanation is in the asking of the pages above. How does one put an
ending on an ending then? How do I know where I’ve ended up, with the exception of
two, potentially failed experiments? I must refer back to the text, as they say. See above.
Vida Supra.
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An Actual Coda
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I Binge
For those who know me well (there aren’t many) this is not a surprise. This is a
recent realization for me, however. I’ve always had an addictive personality, but to see a
pattern in your own behavior is not easy. It takes time, often more than it should. And so
I’ve been looking lately. The more I look the more I see. I binge, whether on hobbies,
booze, love, music, food, or whatever. There are times when this is good and times when
it is bad.
I’m a thirty-year-old victim of fate.
Kanye West recently released a new album. The first time I played it, my
girlfriend and I drove through the city of Memphis, from the suburbs on one side of the
city, all the way back to the Mississippi river on the other, the lights of downtown
sparkling in the night to what seemed like the beat, the electronic beauty that is a Kanye
album.
“If you had told me ten years ago that I would be driving through Memphis with
you and listening to Kanye, I would have said you were crazy,” I said, breaking a silence
that had seemed so long and yet so brief. And, for a moment, I felt free.

#

141#

